Loyola University Chicago

Loyola eCommons
Dissertations

Theses and Dissertations

1975

John Osborne and the Ironic Comedy of Failure: A Study of Comic
Subject and Techniques
Sandra Marie Lee
Loyola University Chicago

Follow this and additional works at: https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_diss
Part of the English Language and Literature Commons

Recommended Citation
Lee, Sandra Marie, "John Osborne and the Ironic Comedy of Failure: A Study of Comic Subject and
Techniques" (1975). Dissertations. 1573.
https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_diss/1573

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Theses and Dissertations at Loyola eCommons.
It has been accepted for inclusion in Dissertations by an authorized administrator of Loyola eCommons. For more
information, please contact ecommons@luc.edu.
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 License.
Copyright © 1975 Sandra Marie Lee

JOHN OSBORNE AND THE I~ONIC COMEDY OF FAILURE
A STUDY OF COMIC SUBJECT AND
TECHNIQUES

by
Sandra Marie Lee

A Dissertation Submitted to che Faculty of the Graduate School
of Loyola University of Chicago in Partial Fulfillment
of the Requirements for the Degree of
Doctor of Philosophy

February

1975

ACKNOHLEDGEMENTS

Three persons have been of inestimable assistance in the preparation of the dissertation: Mrs. Arlene Daunora, a typist who moves to
the comic rhythm; Ms. Eileen Jo Edwards, a messenger, proofreader, confidante, spiritual consultant, and friend; Dr. Stanley Clayes, the
quintessential dissertation supervisor.
I must also extend my gratitude to John Osborne's former representatives, Margery Vosper Ltd., \vho alHays ans-.;-;rered any of my inquiries
Hith the ut~ost speed and loaned ne the original acting script of A
Sense of Detachment before the play \vas published by Faber and Faber.

ii

PREFACE
John Osborne states in one of his many public proclamations
that he is dissatisfied with the critical evaluation of his plays-not because the criticism is negative but because it is distorted:
"I've always looked on myself as a comic writer, but people never
seem to see any jokes in my plays.
They only see the bad jokes
which stick out a mile, but I put those in deliberately. They
never see the ironies and comic elements."
This study of Osborne's plays will heed his suggestiorr and apply the
concept of ironic comedy to his thirteen stage productions.

Using

the concept of ironic comedy will correct the critical distortion of
the plays because the concept implies a focus upon three important
dramatic elements instead of the one that most of the Osborne critics
employ.

To adequately develop the concept of ironic comedy in any
dr~~atic

play it is necessary to consider the
dience reaction.

subject, form and au-

Much of the criticism o£~sborne's plays focuses on

one or the other but never all three of the elements.

With the em-

phasis on the subject matter critics term Osborne an autobiographical
protester, a societal critic, or an
without the necessity of the stage.

ir.telle~tual

whose ideas function

To critics focusing on technique

or the formal, structural elements of his plays, Osborne is everything from an innovator, to a theatrical opportunist, or a dramatic
experimenter seeking the perfect form (presumably once he finds this
ideal all of his plays will be cast from that mold).

Any critical at-

tention of his treatment of the audience usually elicits images of the
iii

angry young preacher on his pulpit--speaking directly and immediately
w·ith vitriol and bombast to the English society.

But until all three

of these essential dramatic elements are united in criticizing the
plays, it will be impossible to assess his artistry accurately and
completely.
The concept of ironic comedy is constant in Osborne's plays and
stagecraft, but it is not delimiting.

Comedy presents the actuality

of the society as the antagonist of any errant individual behaviour.
The society usually triumphs in the comedy.
of all Osborne's plays.

This is the general plot

There is always a comic antagonist (with the

exception of the last stage play, A Sense of Detachment) who seeks to
elevate himself above the society because he imagines, validly or in-

..,..

validly, that the society wars Hith his personal image of transcendence.

This hero always comes to recognize that his humanity im-

merses him in the comic

co~~unity

that he abhors.

In Osborne's plays

this recog:1.ition does not lead to emotion'3l acceptance by the hero.
His private image changes; the public image usually remains unchanged.
He realizes his failure to transcend ordinary human limits; he persists in his elevated stance.
Within the framework

iro:1.ic ccnedy there are several vari-

ables possible for the ironic comic dramatist.

These variations re-

vol.ve aro;;.n.:i the three necessary co:nponents o:': the dramas: the in:ii-

viduality of the hero, the comic society, and the issues of the contest.

The one essential characteristic of all the societies in Os-

borne's plays is that the heroes evaluate them as inimical to their
iv

elevation.

Each hero's value system of transcendence is different.

All Osborne heroes war against their
which they live.

~

visions of the society in

In some of the earlier plays the heroes wage bat-

tle against comic non-transcendent societies that do not really exist.

The heroes of these plays distort and exaggerate the negative

qualities fn the societies to effect elevation.

Despite their dis-

tortions there is often an essential accuracy of the heroes' world
view that allow-s the audience to recognize the validity of the heroes' negative criticism.

Consequently, even if Osborne only pre-

sented the same English society as his comic context, the comic contest would not be the same.
the same comic context.

Hmvever, Osborne 1 s plays do not present

As the society changes or moves the comic

writer mirrors this rhythm.

The English society changes in the

twenty years that Osborne writes; his comic societies also change.
Osborne also sets many of his plays in past non-English societies.
Within the flexibility that ironic comedy allows there is the
tremendous obligation to control the comic presentation for the
stage.

Osborne's artistry in effecting this control is the focus of

this study: through his conscious manipulation of the audience and
his choice of staging and structural devices he is able to present
the unlimited conic

rhyt~3;

th2

p~esc~tation

is controlled and func-

tions without the image of mere CHANCE that comedy implies.
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CHAPTER I

JOHN

OSBOP~E,

THE COMIC ARTIST

"Angry" is a critical conunonplace for both John Osborne, the
successful and prolific English playwright, and his dramatic works,
thirteen stage productions from 1956 to 1973.

The majority of his'

critics cannot or will not extricate the public image of the artist
from his art.

Consequently, Osborne's vituperative public role often

effects faoile critical examination of his plays.

This process of

entanglement and equation began on May 8, 1956 with the first performance of Look Back in Anger.

The essentially favorable theatre re-

views (running the gamut from "'the kind of play which, for all its imperfections, the English Stage Company ought to be doing

'"l to

"the best young play of its decade. " 2 ) were complemented by intervie\vs
of the dramatist.

The profiles of the artist and the critical success

of the production were intertwined because the one unanimously acclaimed facet of the play was its "authentic neH tone of the NineteenFifties, desperate, savage, resentful 113 representing ~e "class less 11
postwar youth.

John Osborne, at t'i.:enty-seven, seemed to be as repre-

1T. C. Worsley, "Introduction," in John Osborne, Look Back in
Anger. A Casebook, ed. by John Russell Taylor (Nashville: Aurora Publishers Incorporated, 1970), p. 17.
2
Kenneth Tynan, "Reviews of the First Performance, 8 May 1956,"
in John Osborne. Look Back in Anger. A Casebook, ed. by John Russell
Taylor (Nashville: Aurora Publishers Incorporated, 1970), p. 51.
3

T. C. Worsley, "Reviews of the First Performance, p. 51.
1

2

sentative of this generation as Jimmy Porter, the angry young man of
the play.

Osborne's background is working class, his education inter-

rupted by striking back when struck by a school master, his careers
ranging from trade journalist to actor to playwright, his politics
"socialist."

His personal socialism, however, is no program but "an

experimental idea, not a dogma; an attitude to truth and liberty, the
way people should live and treat each other. 114

This socialism is re-

fleeted in his early public statements 1956-61 lambasting topical political events such as the Christmas Island explosion, 5 the Suez Crisis,6 the Oder-Neisse Line,

7

and political persons such as the 'Tories,

with all their old genius for self-deception and arrogance," 8 and the
"Amazing \.Jindsors, 11 "the gold filling in a mouthful of decay. rr 9
divides the English society into tv1o segments: the

~vorking

people

He
~vho

are "mate::-i.ally better off than at any time in history" \vith t1velve to
fifteen pounds a week and "free" r:1edical treatment
"paid for principally by the

HOr~ing

and,~hool

meals,

classes themselves in taxes'' and

the "poor overtaxed betters" lvho are "real~ angry l~ecause] they see
themselves being eaten alive by •thesei ignorant creatures, ~·:rith !-theirl
-·
~

4

John Osborne, "They Call It Crick2t," in Declaration, ed. by

!:or:t }iascb.ler (Ne~J Yvr~<: :::.

5
6

?. Ir..rcccn & Co., 1958), p. 65 .

Ibid., p. 47.
Ibid., p. 49.

7

John Osborne, "A Letter to My Fellow Countrymen (1961)," in
John Osborne. Look Back in Anger. A Casebook, ed. by John Russell
Taylor (Nashville: Aurora Publishers Incorporated, 1970), p. 68.
8
Osborne, "They Call It Cricket," p. 48.

9

rbid., p. 58.
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telly and pools, swallowing up all culture, all good manners, all decent behaviour."

Yet Osborne pictures the working class man as a

monster [\.;rho] has been allotted a very comfortable, reasonably
clean ashcan. He is still sitting on the pile of rotting culture,
the half-chewed bones of symbols and debased values that should
have been washed away long ago.10
Because the anger of the main character in Look Back in Anger
as well as those in the next tHo stage productions, The Entertainer
(1957) and Epitaph for George Dillon (1958) apparently coincides with
the private, publicly expressed anger of the artist, many drama critics believe that Osborne is using the theatre to vent his spleen.
Ronald Hayman states that Osborne uses the stage as a "platform and
the characters as a mouthpiece for a large mixture of points that he
badly \vants to make.
ment."

Most of them are aimed against the EsttrJ:,lish-

For Hayman, Osborne's public and private resentment are in1 1

separabl~.Ll.

James Hinchey terms these first dramas "explosive so-

cial iconoclasm'' 1.;rith "concern for the working class man with no firm
place in society."

Hm.;rever, he further states that there is "little

doubt that the anger o£ his characters and their articulate desperar.icn was s,hared oy Osborne hirr.self.

rr

12

Ironically, the facile equa-

tion of John Osborne equals Arch:!..e. Rice, Ji:m1y Porter, and Gecrge
10

John Osborne, "The Writer in His Age," in John Osborne. Look
Back in Anger. A Casebook, ed. by John Russell Taylor (Nashville:
Aurora Publishers Incorporated, 1970), pp. 60-1.
11

Ronald Hayman, John Osborne, World Dramatic Series (New York:
Frederick Ungar Publishing Co., 1972), p. 8.
12James Francis Hinchey, "John Osborne as Social Critic and Dramatic Artist: The Theme of Isolation and Estrangement in His Works"
(unpublished Ph. D. dissertation, University of Wisconsin, 1972) p. l.

4

Dillon does permit a more incisive evaluation of Osborne's work than
found in the minority of critics that insist that Osborne follows in
the tradisiton of Shaw and, more recently, Arnold Wesker.
equation eliminates the label of social ?ramatist.

13

For this

No major Osborne

critic, those who have written full-length studies of his plays,
tems these first dramas rrsocial.''

Even a critic whose emphasis is

the socialism of the drama of the Fifties, Kenneth Allsop, does not
focus on Osborne's concern with a program of social change but on the
element of protest and emotionalism: "Leftism in its emotive, protoplasmic state, a quivering transparent blob of indignation, is se~
_/

most dramatically in Osborne."

14

Instead, the critics with the auto-

biographical perspective of Osborne's ';vork see the playwright selfindulgently posed on the public platform of his plays, in the guise
oi his main characters, protesting the elements of society that effect

him as an individual, with no vision of change.

Although Osborne's

first three plays were originally touted as the reflections of a gene~ation

and his heroes representatives of that age, these critics see

13·Th e mosc. 1·1·1ustr1ous
.
or- r::hese is Eugene Ionesco who re<nks Osborne with Miller and Brecht as "'auteurs du boulevard--representative
of a Left Hiog conformism . . . . '" in "the Pla.J"':·Tright 's Role," Obser~~, 29 June 1958, qacted in ~ar~in E5sliE, The Theatre of the Absurd,
Anchor Books (Garden City: Dcu~leday Company, Inc. 1969), p. 101.
Also, John Mander in The Writer and Commitment (London: Seeker & Warburg, 1961), p. 22, negatively criticizes Osborne because Jimmy Porter
is not committed: his views are "too indiscriminate to be taken seriously in themselves." He further states that Osborne seems to be in
agreement with Porter so that the entire play, Look Back in Anger, is
"fundamentally non-committal, . . . the play simply does not add up
to a significant statement about anything."
14

Kenneth Allsop, The Angry Decade. A Survey of the Cultural Revolt of the Nineteen-fifties (London: Peter Owen Limited, 1958), p. 36.
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Osborne focusing upon the individual in relation to the society and
not the society itself.
When most of the latter heroes in Osborne's plays from 1959 to

1971 did not only lambaste "big" social issues but were also content
to rail at the intellectuals, the press, the entertainment industry,
and the pettiness of the societal group Osborne originally termed the
"poor over-taxed betters," the commonplace of equating angry Osborne
vti th his angry, now·

~-working

class, hero again because serviceable.

The flexibility of the equation was explained by the vicissitudes of
the author's private life.

As one critic simply states: "it

~vas

no

longer possible for him to sustain the role of a brilliant outsider. •
. . He 1vas part of the Establishment himself."
gets of the heroes cannot be as precise:

'~{hat

Consequently, the tarstrikes you upon read-

ing the plays chronologically is the gradual transformation of the
enemy frc3 clear cut target into something as intangible as Peer
Gynt's Boyg.rr 15

One critic even quips that the "Osborne line is al-

most classically British in its ascent: yesterday's rebel is tamarrmv's EstablishJi1ent. n 16
Osborne's private subjects revealed in his interviews and writings for the press da

agai~ c~~~es?on~

generally to the concerns of

the heroes in his plays:
Schoolmen of the Left[give]Left Magazines their special odour of
intellectual carbolic and sanctity: and . . . exploit education

15

Gabriel Gersh, ''The Theatre of John Osborne," Modern Drama

10 (September 1967): 140.
16

Gordon Rogoff, "Richard's Himself Again: Journey to the Actors I Theatre, rr Tulane Drama Review 11 (Winter 1966): 31.

6
as a substitute for imagination.
In America . . . • the air is not charged with the resigned,
listless envy that often makes breathing alone difficult in
British Show Biz.l7
[Epistle to the Philistines:]
You gown sellers, fashion setters, you ploy makers and play
fakers;
You poets and Rolleiflex flickers;
You breathy column sisters and microphone prelates; you dancing
rogues and morning coat vagabonds;
You hushers and high mushers, you guff vendors and you friendless
ones also;
All you obsequious, envious ones; you tendentious leader men; all
you exquisite things.
You shall be called henceforth the New· Set, for many are sybarites
but few are chosen; . . ,18
Most of the people who are hired to write about the theatre are
bored by it, . . . Intellectuals detest and despise it openly •
19
"There's a virgin period when you aren't aware of[the Lord Chamberlain, the censo~ but eventually you can't avoid thinking of
him . . . . He sits on your shoulder, like a terrible nanny."20
The prevalence of the critical commonplace equation is understandable and valuable to some extent.

Osborne's private statements,

one half of the equation, are often, at least partly, efforts to publicize the plays: "'It's very easy to be rather upstage about it[over
l7John Osbor:1e, "School;:J.en of the L.;ft,'' Sunday Times, 30 October 1960, p. 17.

18

Jotn Osbo!."'::e, "':he Z?:.s ::le to tn'= Philistines (1960), a in John
Osborne. Look Back in Ang2r. A Casebook, ed. by John Russell Taylor
(Nashville: Aurora Publishers Incorporated, 1970), p. 63.

19John Osborne, "On Critics and Criticism (1966)," in John Osborne. Look Back in Anger. A Casebook, ed. by John Russell Taylor
(Nashville: Aurora Publishers Incorporated, 1970), p. 70.
20John Osborne, quoted in Kenneth Tynan, Tynan Right and Left.
Plays, Films, People, Places and Events (New York: Atheneum, 1967),
p. 179.
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publicity] and say,

11

It's not a

~vriter's

job to be involved in all

that kind of vulgar publicity," but up to a point one has to exploit
it, I think.'"

21

He especially regards his verbal battles with the

theatre critics of the "posh" papers after he receives unfavorable
revie\vS as--again partly--" 'Theatrical enjoyment'" and rr• circus
carry-on.

, .. 22

He even concurs that there is "'undisclosed autobio-

graphy in everything one does. 11123
The value of the equation, as afore mentioned, is in its focus
on Osborne's concern with the individual, even if one believes the individual is Osborne himself.

Early in his career Osborne described

himself as an experimenter looking for truth; this is his definition
of socialism.
people.

His role as dramatist is the questioner about the

'~:Experiment

means asking questions."

No)ody can be very interested in my contribution to a problem
~~e kind of houses people should have built for them, the kind
of sc~ool they should send their children to, or the pensions they
should be able to look fonvard to. But there are other questions
to be asked--how do people live inside those houses? What is their
relationship with one another, and with their children, with their
neighbors and the people across the street, or on the floor above?
Hhat are the things that are important to them, that make them
care, give them hope and anxiety? What kind of language do they
use to one 2r:.Jth~r~ ;r=:.at is ..:he. n-2aning of the ~1ork they do?
Where does the pain lie? lv11at are their expectations? Hhat moves
them, brings them together, makes the~ speak out? Hhere is the
~eakness, the ~o~e~i~e~3?
~~=~e a~e the things that are unrealli~e

21

John Osborne, "John Osborne, The Observer Profile," Observer,

17 May 1959.
22

John Osborne, interviewed in "Osborne and Tynan on Life,"
Vancouver Sun[from the Observe~, 16 August 1968, p. 4.
23

Ibid.

8

ized?

24

These questions indicate his essential concern with what he later
terms " 1 interior things and people 1 s inner self. rrrZ5

In a BBC inter-

vie•,;r, he stresses that the "person" is his main interest: "'personal
relationships . . . these are the things that interest me most. . • .
my concern principally is with the relationships between people, how
people relate to each other and to themselves. rrr26
There are certainly critics of Osborne's entire canon who observe this focus on the individual without the autobiographical perspective.

For an example, Simon Trussler, who has

~vritten

two studies

of Osborne's work, unequivocably states that the plays are not "suecessive installments in some spiritual apologia."27

Thus, when he

examines the plays his criticism is refreshingly devoid of the word
"anger" and c,ore concerned with the complexities of the heroes.
Trussler d:::e.s not see merely angry characters but characters who "burrm.; back obsessively into their OHn pasts, though they have been long
set by habit and experience into the mould of a present from which
they feel the:nselves 2stranged."::'.8

This description of Osborne's

characters suggests more answers to the questions Osborne raises than
?.6.

- Osborne, ,.Tney Call It Cricket/' p. 66.
25 osborne, "Osborne and Tynan on Life," p. 4.
26

John Osborne, "John Osborne," in The Playwrights Speak, ed. by
Walter Wager (New York: Delacorte Press, 1967), p. 95.
27 simon Trussler, John Osborne (London: Longmans, Green & Co.
LTD, 1969), p. 5.
28

Ibid., p. 27.

9

the single epithet--angry.

Trussler's analysis illustrates what hap-

pens to the criticism of Osborne's work when removed from the onus of
the autobiographical equation.

For, finally, there is more limitation

than value in this critical commonplace.

The limitation to the sub-

ject matter has already been suggested.

With the idea of anger from

Osborne's first play constantly reinforced by Osborne's public statements of private concerns, there is a tendency to only examine the
heroes as further extensions of the Osborne angry man.

Of course, his

heroes are often superficially angry; but the texture of their characterization is so much richer.
Perhaps the most serious limitation of the critical perspective
is its effect upon the image of John Osborne as a dramatic artist or
craftsman.

Anger implies subjectivism, emotionalism and non-control:

it does not provide the aura of detaclliuent and artistry of a non-social dranatist.

His image as the popular preacher using the stage as

platform to air his personal grievances results in evaluations of his
plays primarily in terms of the preacher and, only secondarily, the
dramatic artist.

To such critics Osborne's most valuable assets, are

those of the preacher: rhetoric and emotional persuasion.
states that nit is

t~e

c~m

streng::h o: his

Hayman

feelings that charge so

many moments of naked emotion in his plays with the power they have
to make an unforgettable impact--. .

rr

29

Hinchey asserts that the

"hallmark of John Osborne's dramaturgy has been a rhetorical barrage
of protest which wounds and alienates his heroes and those whose lives
29

Hayman, John Osborne, p. 139.

they touc h · 1!30

10

The audience comes to Osborne's dramas "for the unin-

hibited emotional energy of his articulate protagonists, for that
.
.
voice of protest and that plcture
of belllgerency

•••

rr 31

John

7

Russell Taylor allows that Osborne does have the rrknack [emphasis
mine], almost unique in his generation, of speaking directly in immediately comprehensible terms to a mass audience." 32

Gersh defines

1

Osborne s great theatrical contribution, the tirade, \vhich "undermined
dead conventions and brought the sound of living speech into the theatre,

11

as a "theatrical amplification of his own voice;

rr33

An-

other unpublished doctoral dissertation concerned with Osborne's protest states that the scope will "preclude stagecraft" unless it has
"strong thematic import"

34

--as if that is so rare an occurence!

The

essential problem created by viewing Osborne as the angry man in his
plays is that with a preconceived notion of his intentions there is
very litL:le impetus to also evaluate the dramatic form since it seems
only the platform of the preacher and subordinate to his anger.
When the critics of the autobiographical perspective do consider
Osborne's dramaturgy it is most often in terms of realism or naturalism.

This

see~s a~ obvio~s

30
Hinch::y,
31

11

Jo~:1

choice since the heroes are seemingly

Os:-c-::-:::.::; as .Social Critic," p. 2.

Ibid., p. 171.

32
11

John Russell Taylor, Ten Years of the English Stage Company,"
Tulane Drama Review 11 (Winter 1966): 124.
33
Gersh, "The Theatre of John Osborne," p. 137.
34
Dirk Ronald Budd, "The Vicissitudes of the Osborne Protest
From 1956 to 1964'' (unpublished Ph. D. dissertation, University of
Pennsylvania, 1968), p. 16.

11

transferred from the author's reality; and even though the plays fail
some of the tests of dramatic reality, he is excused because of his
preacher image.

Hayman believes that Osborne probably never will

"commit himself fully to a discipline of writing in which he does his
utmost to create full-blooded characters and then allow them to interact free 1Y·

1135

This prediction seems based upon the fact that Os-

borne's concern with his one-dimensionally angry heroes precludes the
development of other characters in the plays existing on the same
level. 36
The assumption of Osborne realism is not unique to the autobiographical critics.

Because of the revolution in the English theatre

that accompanied the production of Look Back in Anger, Osborne was
placed at the head of the group of young writers whose plays exhibited
changes in character selection and language and setting: The Angries.
The general criticism of the group is specifically applied to its titular head.

The angries emphasize content and characterization not style

and stylization; the structure of the plays is "conveniently realistic."

Consequently, explication of the plays is a "wasted effort" be-

cause their "forte is speaking out rather than artfully concealing;
their frame of reference .

the outer, rather than the invisible."37

So, even imporLant Osborne critics like Trussler and Carter, while
35

Hayman, John Osborne, p. 142.

36 Ibid., p. 13.
37 John Gassner, Directions in Modern Theatre and Drama. An
Expanded Edition of Form and Idea in Modern Theatre (New York: Holt,
Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1965), p. 360.

12

analyzing the characterization in the plays in admirable depth, criticize osborne because they find that he does not really conform to the
realistic mould that they themselves have applied to him.

Trussler

views osborne as an "ill-disciplined w-riter, in the sense that his absorption in words often blinds him to the technical requirements of his
One of these technical requirements is the description

craft--.

of the development of action.
ble of this. 39

Carter believes that Osborne is incapa-

Carter comments similarly on the absense of integrated

plot and developed minor characters, in the realistic tradition, but
excuses Osborne these tresspasses since his achievement is the emotion
his plays generate.

"Osborne's is a bright compulsive theatre.

1140

Another group of critics decry this insistense on realism and
Osborne's formal incompetence; they believe that the repeated failure
to adhere ta the realistic pattern i.n almost every play must be intentional.

~~2y

state that the plays are expressionistic; things external
11

to the hero appear as they are
ters."

imaginatively apprehended by his charac-

\{ith the emphasis on the heroes' consciousness both Katharine

Worth and Pieter Jan Van Niel

vie~

Osborne's language as not merely

angry rhetoric out: e:vidence of a ::rtigher poer:ic imagination, 1141 reflecting the complexities of the heroes.
dissertation is o~e of the

38

39
40

illOSt

Vat"!.

~~iel'

s recent unpublished

i~cisive studi~3

of Osbur~e to date.

Trussler, John Osborne, p. 25.
Ibid., p. 27.
Alan Carter, John Osborne (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1969),

p. 165.

41

.

.
J. Worth, "The Angry Young Man (1963)," ~n John Osborne. Look Back in Anger. A Casebook, ed. by John Russell Taylor
(Nashville: Aurora Publishers Incorporated, 1970), p. 103.
Kathar~ne

13

His essential focus is upon the heroes and their interaction in a ~vorld

~vith "little phenomenal possibility. rr42

He divides Osborne's dramas

into t 1vo traditions: the hero play, or study of "heroic consciousness"
beginning with earlier plays of the protagonist as mouthpiece culminating in A Patriot for Me which integrates imagery and "phenomenal concept" with the protagonist's interior; and the many character ~xperiments beginning as forms outside the characters' inner consciousness
and culminating in the television plays, The Right Prospectus and Verl
43
Huch Like a ~Vhale.
Van Niel sees Osborne 1 s dramas as tending toward
a solution of the dilemma of man in a hostile world and 'man in the grip

of a life which leads toward death"; he believes that the dilemma is not
answered until both sides are confronted and accepted in A Patriot for
44
Me.
Van Niel also considers the relationship between subject and
form: "each play finds its own unique method for exploring a slightly
different form, . . . "

The concepts of experiment and the fact that

11

each play

feeds the next" to the production of the masterpieces are

essential to his thesis.

45

Consequently, only the general forms of the

plays are discussed (Brechtian, etc.) in relationship to the expressionisn.

Also, the thesis depends upon a development towards master-

pieces lvhich tends to subordinate the craft of the earlier plays.
at least as expressionistic

42

dra~a~ist

'~he

Osborne

ga~ns

But,

stature as both a

Pieter Jan Van Niel,
Plays of John Osborne--The Experiments and the Resultsrr (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Stanford University, 1972), p. 5.
43
Ibid., pp. 9-10.
44
Ibid., p. 2.
45
Ibid., p. 10.
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camp lex

thinker and craftsman of the dramatic form which is equally
'

complex.

However, the focus upon the inner being and imagistic lan-

guage tends to avert attention from the specific aspects of form such
as the setting, the stage images, and the audience reaction.
moves much of the plays from the stage.

It re-

The relative unimportance of

the stage milieu to Van Niel's thesis is implicit in his selection of
the two television plays as masterpieces in the second tradition.

Os-

borne distinguishes between the stage productions and the ones intended
only for television: '''The marvelous thing about television plays is
that you can use the kind of constrained ideas that aren't enough in
themselves for a play in the theatre. '"

46

He also warns that

11

theatri-

cal ideas are theatrically expressed and not in the literal-minded manner of literary weeklies . • . . They are organic and when they work
they can be seen to be working.'A 7
Each group of critics fails to adequately evaluate Osborne's work
because they imagine either a purely emotional playwright-preacher or
an intellectual.

Osborne is a curious mixture of both.

and ideas in his plays are \vorthy of any "intellectual.
draca~ist,

The subjects
11

Yet, as a

Osborne expresses these ideas through theatrical media or

popular entertainment.
conceptually.

Osborne explains the nixture:

111

If I see or hear an idea, I turn it into

I don't think
sonet~ing

con-

crete, • • . I'm not a thinker in the accepted sense • • . . I don't
think that is what the theatre is about.
46

48

rrr

He illustrates the prac-

John Osborne, intervie\ved in A. Alvarez, "John Osborne and the
Boys at the Ball," New York Times, 28 September 1969, sec. 2, p. 5.
47
Osborne, rron Critics and Criticism, 11 p. 71.
48
Osborne, 11 0sborne and Tynan on Life," p. 4.
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tical problem of the mixture in commenting upon the difference bet1;v-een
American and English (who know his public image through the communication media) reception of his plays: "'People take me more seriously
[in America] . . . [In Englanc!] they look more for the entertainn1ent
and the

'1 t~ng
.
a t th'~ngs . . . . rrr49

t~

This apparent opposition of subject and stage form can be reconciled by the concept of ironic comedy.
borne's subject and method.

This phrase defines both Os-

Osborne suggests this concept of his work

in an interview:
"I've always looked on myself as a comic writer, but people never
seem to see any jokes in my plays. They only see the bad jokes
which stick out a mile, but I put those in deliberately. They
never see the ironies and comic elements. I'm ahv-ays surprised
when they find a play not comic but irritating or distasteful or
boring [emphasis mine J . "50
This study will illustrate the viability of that suggestion
Comedy celebrates life in all its rene1val, generation, vitality,
abundance, and flexibility.

The comic plot presents a contest between

a .hero and any obstacles to the hero's desire.

The comic victory of

the hero emphasizes the triumph of arbitrary flexibility over consistency or an unincremental repetition and persistence.

Because the

ideals of comedy are not formulated or defined, the comic world is not
pres2nted with t!:-ie se:tse o£ inev'itaoility.

Chance operates.

The 1;·70rld

is fixable and reversable.
The ending of the comedy usually finds the hero winning in a con-

49

John Osborne, quoted in "Osborne Belies 'Angry Man' Tag.
British Writer's Latest Play Hailed in Philadelphia," New York Times,
14 November 1965, sec. 1, p. 128.
50
Osborne, "John Osborne and the Boys at the Ball," p. 5.
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test with an antagonist who wills an absurd, irrational and inflexible
law upon the society.

The hero triumphs in his ability to go on and

overcome this obstacle as he causes the antagonist and his eccentricities to conform to the comic rhythm of the world.

Because the anta-

gonist often joins the comic community there is "no permanent defeat
and permanent human triumph . . . • In comedy, therefore, there is a
general trivialization of the human battle.

Its dangers are not real

disasters, but embarrassment and loss of face.

11

The comic antagonist

also faces no real defeat because in his eccentricity he is a paradigm
of the comic rhythm--he seeks to "maintain 11 his "own complex organic
unity.rr

The feeling produced by his contest with the hero is one of

"heightened vitality, challenged
game with Chance.rr 51

~vit

and will, engaged in the great

The comic antagonist fights the hero on a personal

level but is really engaged in a contest with the world.

For the hero

of a comecy represents the vitality and the compromise of Chance.

The

contest itself presents the trcontinuous balance of sheer vitality that
belongs to society [the hero] and is exemplified briefly in each individual [the antagonist]; . . . 1152

The comic antagonist is part of

the sheer vitality as he is simultaneously defeated by it.

sentatives, the winner of the contest is not the individual antagonist.
Those individuals \vho survive the comic defeat are not the ones \vho persist in their heightened sense of \vit and will but those with the common
51

Susanne K. Langer, 11The Great Dramatic Forms: The Comic Rhythm,"
Feeling and Form: A Theory of Art (Developed From Philosophy in a New
K~) (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1953), pp. 348-9.
52
Ibid., p. 333.
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sense to

C ompromise

and reconcile to life or the World.

· actually a pessimistic one for the individual.
comedy ~s

The tone of
The comic

community is cruel and indifferent to personal idiosyncrasies.

As the

comic antagonist is defeated the image is actually that the vitality of
the world and the society of men is feeding upon the vitality of the individual.

The comic society tends to mirror nature in its impersonal

impetus toward birth, growth and the death of the non-vital--'tvhether it
be a spiritual or a physical death.

The death of the spirit of the co-

mic antagonist is characterized by Schweitzer in his definition of
pessimism:
"Pessimism is depreciated will-to-live, and is found wherever man
and society are no longer under the pressure of all those ideals of
progress which need be thought out by a will-to-live that is consistent \vith itself, but have sunk to the level of letting actuality
be, over Hide stretches of life, nothing but actuality."53
The cruelty of the way of the world is tempered by the nature of
the comic antagonist's challenge and the values of the society.

The co-

mic dialectic between the World and the antagonist embraces many permutations.

The pessimism of the antagonist decreases in direct propor-

tion to the quality of the life of the society.

The more positive the

society, the less resistance the antagonist is able to reasonably muster.

The less positi':e the values of the society are, the more pessi-

mistic the comic immersion of the

an~agonist

in the society.

The comic antagonist may be a ludicrous, "Humorous," in the sense
that Ben Jonson used the term, character whose unincremental repetition
forestalls any growth or birth in the society.

He may be the old

53Albert Schweitzer, The Philosophy of Civilization, trans. by
C. T. Campion (New York, 1960), pp. 97-8, quoted in John von Szeliski,
T~a ed and Fear: Wh Modern Drama Fails (Chapel Hill: The University
o North Carolina Press, 1971 , p.
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father-figure thwarting the path of true love;

h~

may be the miser who

· t e s the cold and metallic gold and not the warm and vital human

apprec~a

·being.

The antagonist may be a plain dealer whose honesty and rigidity

negate the pliant common sense necessary for man to exist together.

He

may be the one outspoken opponent of moral turpitude and decay that he
envisions in the society--his censure negates the expansive, amoral nature of a society where the evil are not necessarily punished and where
every one is so flmved that there are no villains.
The World that the antagonist battles in, the actuality, also has
almost infinite range.

It may range from a romantic ngreen" world where

youth or summer always triumphs over winter, to a sensible but morally
imperfect society, to a very evil society that negates the comic celebration of real human and vital values and affirms the celebration of a
humourous e:".tlrace of material values.

In the last society man allmvs

himself tc "='e part of an actuality that denies his humanity in a stringent, non-ilexible search for material, non-vital goals.

The essence

of celebration that exudes from the comedy of the green world (in many
of Shakespeare's romances)--the generation, renewal, and the abundance--is distilled into a world of gold.
"The first or :nost ironic phase of co:r:eC!y is, naturally, the one

in \·:hich a hu:::rourous society triu:n?hs or remains undefeated.

11

r,"'hen a

decadent world "simply disintegrates without anything taking its place,"
a "more intense irony is achieved.rr54

The irony is effected by the de-

feat of the comic antagonist's vitality and the triumph of the mechanical emptiness.

In some ironic comedies the comic antagonist is actu-

54
. Northrup Frye, The Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton: Princeton
.
Un1versity Press, 1957), p. 178.

ally killed as in The Beggar's Opera.
the comic dialectic.
hero.
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The irony causes a reversal of

The antagonist is actually more heroic than the

The challenged wit and '"ill of the ~vorld's antagonist is more

express~ve

·

of the essence of Chance than the society itself mirrors.

The reversal is not complete, ho~;vever.

The ne~;.;r "heron of the ironic

comedy does not win--he is, after all, not the real image of the World.
He only represents himself, not the society.

If he is still alive

after the contest, he is immersed in the actuality like all comic antagonists.

His pessimism is greater than all the others.

Osborne's plays are set either in negative societies or in ones
whose flexibilities and uncertainties cause such fragmentation that a
stable society is impossible: contemporary England, Austria at the
brink of World War I, Luther's world of the Protestant Revolt.

The

majority of the plays present the Osborne hero at odds with a contemporary England that in Osborne's view is not unlike Chekhov's Russia of
The E:npire has disintegrated and

1900.

a classed society etc.

~;.;rith

it patriotism, imperialism,

However, Osborne's England has left nothing: and

the positive "socialistic" values :1ave not materialized.

Each hero, of

course, is concer~ei with a ~i££erent aspect of the emptiness in his
world.

Osborne states that the vacuity of the

majority of the people

11

this world to the past.

~vorld

has c.::msed na great

to consciously or unconsciously retreat fro:n
"They see--or believe they see--an end to all

kinds of useful, often admirable, emotional securities which came from
concept [sic] like national pride, and various pride by-products, like
individual skills and craftsmanship.rr 5 5

These people accept the world.

55

John Osborne, "A Word from John Osborne," Introduction to The
]...ntertainer (London: Evans Brothers Limited, 1958), p. 7.
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The Osborne hero refuses to accept this defeated stance.
The comic contest bet\veen the Osborne hero and the empty world
result in the hero's emotional acceptance of the societal
does not
This comic contest ends in an impasse: the hero in the Osborne

norms.

plays assumes a position of the preacher against the various aspects of
the society and remains in the position even when it is obvious that no
change will come.

He accepts the world as a fact of life that he can-

not alter; but, he does not conform or change in his position.

This

impasse is part of the ironic comic tradition:
"an absurd society may be condemned by, or at least contrasted
with, a character . • . an outspoken advocate of a kind of moral
norm . . . . Hhen the tone deepens from the ironic to the bitter,
the plain dealer may become a malcontent or railer, who may be
morally superior to his society . . . . '~6
Osborne's hero is contrasted to the society of those who merely accept;
for Osborne "the climate of simple effort is bracing in itself. 1157
The comic contest with the 110rld as antagonist is only the most
ostensive one in the plays.

Osborne's focus on the individual effects

a more serious ironic confrontation.

For the individual in the plays

who believes that his non-accaptance allows him to ascend to a position cbove his

==~-ic~.;

hu2a:l.; also :::ust

~ace

the

cor~test

bet\..;een hi3

idealized self-image of elevated vitality and the private personal
reality of his failure to really transcend natural human limitation.
The hero's idealized self-image introduces the tone of optimism most
often found in tragic contexts.
'~rue optimism .

56
57

. • consists in contemplating and willing the ideal

Frye, The Anatomy of Criticism, p. 176.
Osborne,

11

Schoolmen of the Left," p. 17.
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in the light of a deep and self-consistent affirmation of life and
the world. Because the spirit 'ivhich is so directed proceeds "tvith
clear vision and impartial judgment in the valuing of all that is
given, it wears to ordinary people the appearance of pessimism. .
it wishes to pull down the old temples in order to build them
~g~in more magnificently."58
The course of the Osborne play illustrates that the hero's real image
is not consistent with his ideal.

Too often he is content to evaluate

with no desire to rebuild; he also joins his fellow man by looking to
the past >vhich was decadent; he often proceeds with a partial judgment
motivated by envy and pettiness.

For example, Osborne's English heroes

often extol the virtues of the idealized unattained socialist society,
denounce the present society, and long for the security of the Kingdom
in the previous "decadent" Edwardian era.

The comic contest bebven

the ideal and the real is exposed in the discrepancy between the human
intention and the human deed.

Cyrus Hoy believes that the "protagonists

of tragedy and comedy alike are deficient in their knmvledge of human
limitation, of what they can hope and what it is the better part of
wisdom not to attempt."

Osborne's comic protagonist's lack of "self-

knowledge" does lead to a "rude m·;akening in ivhich he is made aware .
of the truth about himself, and is left to live with it."59
But, ironically, this contest also ends in impasse.
cognition i:nplies

~oth

ac;::e?tc:::ce a::d £o::-gi·;eness.

Comic re-

The Osborne hero

intellectually accepts the reality of his own nature and the world's.
His mental acceptance relieves the "burden of comedyrr that "man unde58 Schweitzer, The Philosophy of Civilization, p. 99.
59

Cyrus Hoy, "Comedy, Tragedy, and Tragicomedy," in Types of
Drama, Plays and Essays, ed. by Sylvan Barnet et. al. (Boston: Little
Brown and Company, 1972), p. 637.

22

.

himself about the limitations of humanity," and "see life for

ce~ve

what it

•
rr
J..S,

60

Nevertheless, he does not emotionally forgive,· he does

not feel compassion for human failings, including his own, nor those of
the >vorld.

He remains the malcontent who rails; this is his position

of superiority.
of existence.

Both the world and the real self become inimical facts
Osborne suggests that you

11

'should never forgive your

enemies because they're probably the only thing you've got. ,,~l

This

is exactly the final stance of the hero: an outsider with little real
possession but the enmity he feels.

He remains defiantly outside the

comic world of forgiveness, emotional acceptance, and harmony.
Osborne always asserts that the ideas of his plays cannot be isolated from the form and that many of his plays exist on several levels.62

The concept of irony relates his form to his ideas.

Osborne's

original statement of dramatic intention is quite explicit in the ambivalence that his plays present.

He stated then that--

I want to make people feel, to give them lessons in feeling.
They
can think afterwards. In some countries this could be a dangerous
approach, but there seems little danger of people feeling too much
--at least not in England as I am writing. 63

Although critical evaluations tend to over-2~phasize (with disastrous
results), Osborne's allegiance to the emotions, the statement does focus on ecotions b2ca~sa t~s i~2a a£ a th~nking English theatre was tra60

Ibid., p. 641.
61

Osborne, "Osborne and Tynan on Life," p. 4.

62

John Osborne, quoted in John E. Booth, "Rebel Playwright John
Osborne Reflects on the Bit'ter Fruits of Success Here and Abroad, rr Ne~v
York Times, 2 November 1958, sec. 2, p. 3.
63

Osborne, ''They Call It Cricket,n p. 47.
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ditional.

osborne believes that a merely thinking audience in England,

ampered, lazy collection of layabouts in the world, rr reacts
"the mos t P
to drama with a trvery rigid set of stock responsesrr \vhich the "'competent working dramatist'" manipulates or elicits by "imparting all the
'information' in all the shortest possible time

II

But for Os-

borne the direct rendering of information is not the nature of drama
(contrary to the notions of most of his critics): rrnothing 'leaves out'
more than a play.

It's [sic] form, its length, its nature demands it;

1165 is an implicit
His definition of art as "organized evasion

. . . lt64

aspect of ironic comedy--from the audience reaction, to the form, to
the language and stage images.
Comic theorists usually maintain that comedy appeals solely to
the mind.
The test of true comedy is that it shall awaken thoughtful laughter.66
The comic demands something like a momentary anesthesia of the
heart. Its appeal is to intelligence, pure and simple.67
"This \vorld is a comedy to those that think, a tragedy to those
that feel. rr68
64 osborne, "A Word from John Osborne," pp. 7, 30.
65
66

Osborne, "They Call It Cricket," p. 51.

George Hered:i.th, "An Essay on Comedy," An E3say on Comedy,
George Meredith; Laughter, Henri Bergson, Doubleday Anchor Books
{Garden City: Doubleday & Company, Inc. 1953), p. 47.
67
Henri Bergson, "Laughter," An Essay on Comedy, George Meredith;
Laughter, Henri Bergson, Doubleday Anchor Books (Garden City: Doubleday
& Company, Inc., 1953), pp. 63-4.
68
Horace Walpole, quoted in 11 Introduction," Types of Drama, Play
and Essays, ed. by Sylvan Barnet et. al. (Boston: Little Brown and
Company, 1972), p. 11.
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when the

concept of irony is appended to that of comedy, the audience

reaction is more complex.

Northrup Frye states that the essence of

·c drama is ambivalence and uncertainty--the audience is "not sure

iron~

what the author's attitude is or what his own is supposed to be, . •
11

69

In Osborne's plays the emotional response is achieved by the audi-

ence's sympathy for the hero's "optimistic" stance against the comic
society.

Yet the audience reaction is also, often simultaneously, the

comic one of intellectual detachment not only because the society triumphs but also because the "tragic" stance of the hero is proven illusory.

The audience in these ironic comedies remains "aloof although

.
d . u70
imphcate

The ambivalence of the audience mirrors the ambivalence

of the hero in the same world (with a fe1:-.r exceptions).

The audience

must both feel and think because their society can n.o longer elicit
those former stock responses of comedy.

Osborne explains that his

audience lives in a society of "such lurching flexibility that it is no
longer possible to construct a dramatic method based on a shared social
or ethical system."
The inexorable process of fragmentation is inimical to all public
assumptions or indeed ultimately to anything shared at all. A
theatre audience is no longer linked by anything but the climate of
disassociation in which it tries to live out its baffled lives.7l
The ironic comic contests and the elicited audience response
exist in the
69
70

£rawe~·:cr·,~

or iorm of tl1e plays.

Osborne's plays range in

Frye, The Anatomy of Criticism, p. 176.

J. L. Styan, The Dark Comedy. The Development of Modern Comic
Tragedy, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: University Press, 1968), p. 257.
71
John Osborne, '~ohn Osborne on the thesis business and the
seekers after the bare approximate; on the rights of the audience and
the wink and the promise of the ~vell-made play, 11 Times Saturday Review,
14 October 1967, p. 20.
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form from the naturalistic play with well-made play overtones, the
Brechtian cabaret and epic theatres, the expressionistic play, the absurd, to the theatres of improvisation and cruelty.

Many of his cri-

tics view this formal variation as simple experiments of an author in
search of an ideal form or as an example of the theatrical opportunist
seeking profit through giving the public what is popular.

The forms

of all the plays are very intricately connected with the subject, the
comic contest, and the audience response.

Each form presents a world

vision which identifies exactly the other combatant in the comic contests of the plays.

Each form also elicits, often because of its the-

atrical novelty and popularity, a stock response which is altered by
the ironic treatment.

Also, despite variations of form, all Osborne's

plays use the picture-frame stage permitting absolute control of the
audience reaction: "I like to establish a kind of remoteness bet\veen
the actors and the audience, which I only like to break at certain
times, and I can do that in the picture-frame stage. 1172
Finally, within the forms, Osborne uses both the images on the
stage (he says these are usually the beginnings of his ideas of the
73
plays ) as well as the dialogue to present the comic contests. The
stage images are functions of the for.n.
inner contests of the teroes

72

11

1

The dialogue presents the

battles with themselves.

John Osborne, That Awful Museum," John Osborne. Look Back in
Anger. A Casebook, ed. John Russell Taylor (Nashville: Aurora Publishers Incorporated, 1970), p. 65.
73
Osborne, •rJohn Osborne and the Boys at the Ball, •r p. 5.

CHAPTER II
CONTESTS OF WILL AND DESTINY IN THE NATURALISTIC
WORLD--EPITAPH FOR GEORGE DILLON
AND LOOK BACK IN ANGER
The naturalistic world is ultimately comic.

The essence of natu-

ralism is the absolute control of the individual by the world of nature
where life feeds on life.

He has no will or soul; his existence is de-

termined by the evolutionary concept of the survival of those most in
accord

~vith

the environment.

The physical level of existence is para-

mount; emotional sensitivity, intelligence, virtue and vice are never
affirmed.

As nature controls man, survival becomes a function of me-

chanical' instinctive behaviour toward rtanimalrr pursuits.

To transcend

his animal destiny an individual must will fulfillment of spiritual and
intellectual pursuits.

He would sever the absolute bond between him-

self and the environment which determines his actions and negates his
mind and soul.
body.

He would cement a bond between his will and spirit and

The essence of nature.!.is:::. is a coc::ic dialectic:: an inclivicual

man against the rather cruel and objective world of nature.
Drct:;Iatic r:a-:=:uralistic style does not always present a naturalistic world.

The form dictates certain conventions of the box-set stage

to achieve an illusion of reality: authentic props, scenery with ordinary men in ordinary situations speaking ordinarily without soliloquies
or asides.

Before the last twenty years or so the degree of reality

26
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indicated \.Jhether the style was "realistic" or "naturalistic".
realitY ""as
realistic.

If the

selective with only some of the conventions, the style was
If the reality was so complete and objective that the stage

presente d a room with the fourth wall removed, the style was naturalistiC·

presently, drama dritics do not always make this distinction.
In the dramatic world of the 1950's naturalistic style was quite

popular.

Sean O'Casey complains in his 1929 essay "Green Goddess of

Realism," that the "matter-of-fact, exact-imitation-of-life plays that
flit about on the English stagett are the results of the "rage for real,
real life on the stage [that] has taken all life out of the drama. n

1

Two of John Osborne's first three produced plays are naturalistic.

How-

ever, both Epitaph for George Dillon (first performed on February 11,
1958 but >vritten before Look Back in Anger in collaboration with Anthony Creighton) and Look Back in

An~er

are critically deprecated, to

an extent, because the all-too-f&uiliar naturalistic style is considered
too facile and unimaginative (especially Hith Osborne's "penchant" for
autobiography).

Criticism of both plays tends to be antagonistic to

the naturalistic style and ignores the vital relationship
naturalistic style

a~d

~h2

t~~=a~

of

~hs

plays.

In both

bet~:·:een
pl~ys

the

t~2

naturalistic ""orld is a comic antagonist.
The naturalist:ic HOrld in Epitaph for George Dillon is objectively presented during much of the first act of the play.

The merci-

less, impersonal presentation of the ""orld is not complicated by any
problems of ambivalence and subjectivity that may be created by identi1 Barrett H. Clark, ed., European Theories of the Drama, with a
~pplement on the American Drama, Newly Revised by Henry Popkins (New
York: Crown Publishers, Inc., 1965), p. 459.
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fication with George Dillon, the hero.
·~ocial

He does not appear until the

situation is presented as something living for the spectator

to observe objectively."

2

The vorld of the play is not the stereo-

typed one of naturalistic squalor and poverty.
a suburban London working class family.

Instead Osborne presents

The outer trappings of their

lives are quite comfortable; yet their lives are devoid of real values
and meaning.

Osborne paints a portrait of his Philistines who are the

"humble men elevated, for it is now said by their fruits ye shall know
them and not by their roots."

3

Their world abolished the Edwardian,

pre-War classed society but retains the caste of possession; it

11

rooted"

out "morality and man's relation to the universe 114 and transplants the
doctrine of richness and abundance.

In accordance with the echoes of

the Edwardian era Osborne sets the action in the sitting-room and hall
although much of the major action of Act I is concerned with the naturalistic process of eating a meal after returning from the ordeal of
survival by attaining abundance, and not the pre-War ritual of tea and
conversation.
The initial picture of the setting is infused with a sense of clutter of the possessions.
Flat against the staircase is a hat and coat stand, shelving hats,
coa~s, magazines, unj~ellas, etc., in the midst of which is a vase
of ever las tin_;; flo,·Jers. . . . Do~ms tage of this, set against the
"walln facing into the sitting-room is a radiogram, upon 'vhich
stands a biscuit barrel and a silver-plated dish containing wax or
2

Styan, The Dark Comedy, p. 253.

3

4

"The Epistle to the Philistines (1960), 11 p. 62.
Ibid.
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real fruit. N2arby an arm-chair of the "contemporary" kind faces
downstage. Against the upstage \v-all, right, is a dining-chair.
Center, an ornate cocktail cabinet [a prize which the family does
not even have occasion to use until the final scene] and another
.
5
1
dining-c1a~r
.
The setting is too large to suggest the usual naturalistic concept of
the room as a trap; however, the setting does suggest that the possessions are forming the trap in accord 1v-ith the necessity of survival
through them.

As the family gathers for its evening meal and is intra-

duced more or less individually the conversation seems to focus on the
physical milieu.

There is little in the dialogue to suggest any eleva-

tion beyond the barest levels of survival in this Philistine world.
With one exception, the members of the family seem controlled by the
world ivhich demands the survival through accruing material things.

Os-

borne 1 s Philistines most certainly echo Shaiv 1 s Philistine group characterized by their complacency, will-less passivity and concern for the
external levels of existense.

6

Josie, the tiventy-year old youngest daughter, is ttnobody 1 s fool."
Her chief interests are her physical appearance, clothes, and sex.

The

"boredom in her body" (p. 12) is alleviated by striking a "more or less
elegaat attitud2 ana a bored expression" (p. 14).

She also controls this

boredom of the body by total engagement o£ that body in the fre:1.etic
rhyth.r:~s

of jazz.

Sh2 is simply not a~iarE: of the emptiness of her life.

"J os~e
. may be funny at times, but she is never consciously so" (p. 14).

5

John Osborne and Anthony Creighton, Epitaph for George Dillon
(New York: Criterion Books, 1958), p. 1. Subsequent references will
be in the text.
6

George Bernard Shaw, The Qgintessence of Ibsenism, A Dramabook
( New York: Hill and Wang, 1913), pp. 39-40.
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She a£ £ ec t s a Pose of boredom '"hen she is naturally bored.
introspection of this paradox.

She has no

Her other strategies of survival include

lying and an instinct for self-preservation that affects a blatant disregard of others: she lies about her illness to remain home from work
to receive her ne"' slacks (p. 15); she lies about her cigarettes when
her aunt requests one (p. 16); she probably lies about her aunt's recurrent caller who should have been properly informed about Ruth's time
of arrival (p. 17).

Her relationship to her family is not only selfish

but also capriciously cruel.

She constantly baits Ruth calling her

"auntierr when she knmvs Ruth detests it (p. 18); she seems to aid her
mother only to avoid censure and not out of an emotional respect: she
exhibits all of the instincts of the predator in her "staking out" a
seat in front of the "telly" before the guest can sit there.

She also

quite unemotionally labels the dinner ritual "'ith its lack of lively
conversation as ''Silence in the pig-market" and continues •vith the command to "let the old sow speak first" immediately after she has been
forced to thank her mother for the dinner (p. 28).

Josie is definitely

not an innocent ingenue; she is in an absolute accord with her environment.

Therefore, Josie has more interest in money than marriage or even

a 'villed direction for her life: "I don't !:lind what I do or T,;here I go,
so long as my man's got moneyrr (p. 38).

Money is the goal of the so-

ciety; and sex is the directive of her nature.

She is always thinking

about sex--"I wonder--what it would be like?" (p. 13).

So when she im-

mediately retracts her brittle materialistic statement for its romantic
counterpart it seems to be merely another instance of the strategy of
the selfish: ''S-E-X?.

Oh , sex.

Sex doesn't mean a thing to me.

In my
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waY of

t

. 1 ·nab ' love is the most important and beautiful thing in this
h LnCL

world and that's got nothing to do ivith sex 11 (p. 38).
It is indicative of the society that Mr. Percy Elliot, the patriates Josie's statement about the importance of money with
arc h , equ
"thinking about love and S-E-X. n

His mvn life has allowed the material

to become paramount to everything and everyone.

ttHe is a small, mean

little man . . . , with a small man's aggressionrr (p. 25).

His con-

cerns for his family are relegated to questions of his possession of
them.

He seems less irritated by jealous thoughts about his wife and

George and Geoffrey than about the damage to his own image in the community: "I'm going to look a proper bloody fool, aren't I" (p. 28)·,
His mission to eliminate sex in the dark parks C'if I can persuade the
council to close the park gates after dark, I shall die a happy mann
[p. 38].)

seems less an old-fashioned fear for the loss of the virtue

of chastity in the youth than another fear of loss of possession--his
good name.

When the artist seduces his daughter in his own house, un-

der his 01vn eyes, Percy does nothing to stop them because there is little danger of discovery by the neighbors.

Perhaps most indicative of

Percy's position in the nacuraiistic ivorld is his utter irascibility and
lack of tact and

do~-m.right

cruelty.

He does not seem to realize that

other people have feelings because his

Oim

are so minimal; he does not

acknowledge that human relationships are reciprocal.

He treats every-

one as possessions; and one has no duty to possessions.

Mrs. Elliot

even has a friend come in "now and again to do a few useful things about
the house,

.. .

things [Percy is] too damn lazy to do

. . .n

(p. 27).

Josie's older sister Nora is less aware of the cruel way of the

32
If Josie is nobody's fool, Nora is everyone's.
·

.£.1-ic~ty

Her "naive sim-

in all things and at all time" has resulted in her having

"'been let down t~vice'" (p. 24).

The last jilting seems to be a par-

ticularly cruel indication of the values of the world--"he just simply
said suddenly: 'Well, so long, honey, it's been nice knowing you' and
got on a bus going in the opposite direction" (p. 93).

Her simplicity

is akin to her mother's; Mrs. Elliot "firmly believes that every cloud
bas a silver lining" (p. 17).

Both women are characterized by emo-

tional restraint even though both have an emotional sincerity and sensitivity that the naturalistic world neither recognizes nor rewards.
Their survival requires a mask for reality which Shaw would term an
ideal or fancy picture of reality demanding "self-denying conformity."7
Both attempt to keep the full ugliness of the world out of focus.
Nora's genuine affection for her mother is contrasted to Josie's.
Nora's ideal

~vorld

emotions are important.

eating for survival, she eats too many
hungry, Mum").
cord

~vith

In

Instead of an instinctive

s~veets

("You know I'm never

Instead of accepting, as Josie does, Mr. Elliot's ac-

the values of the Horld, she censures his me::mness comparing

hi.":! to aa anLnal--"I' d know tnat cat-like tread any-\·There.
not to give a civil answ-er to a civil question" (pp. 25-6).

Trust him
This at-::i-

tude to1vard Hr. Ellio-: by Xora is comparable to her mother's; she is
also affronted by Percy's lack of civility and also compares him to an
animal--"The only time your father ever gave a civil answer to a civil
question was when he said 'I will' at the wedding . . • . And I know
something else that needs drowning" (p. 26).
7

Ibid., p. 44.

In their ideal concept of
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reality, Nora and Mrs. Elliot see Percy as an aberrant creature tvho is
not really human.

Hmvever, Percy is the norm of the society.

Nora also cannot accept the animal sensuality of life.

She re-

fuses to drink any wine (until coaxed) because her vision of the ro·
cannot be extricated from the television picture of "great
mantic wl.ne
fat men . • . trampling on the grapes half nakedn (p. 40).

She cannot

accept Josie's attitude that "living" \vith a man might obviate the necessity of marriage since for Nora it would not be the rrproper" thing
to do.

She also is out of touch with the world of the natural physical

nature of sex.

She cannot grasp the relationship between sex and the

fact that the park gates are open after dark (p. 38).

Her entire life

seems to be an unconscious strategm to avoid acceptance of the >vay of
the \vorld.

The theatre she attends cannot contain any misery; the church

is only a place for carrying a banner in a grand

Ed~-vardian

manner.

Mrs. Elliot invites the artist George Dillon to take her son Raymond' s place.

Raymond died \vhen the values of heritage, patriotism,

honor, morality, and culture were still intact.

However, Raymond's

death coincided with the death of these ideals; he was
c:::J2sci·2'1:::io"..:s.

:_:;_<:2 m·.::st de..::2:li:,

11

Hard working,

ordinary lads of his age·; (p. 50).

Both Josie and Mr. Elliot are more interested in the ends thfui the
means.

At various poi!'lts in the play ':Jot1:. ar::: descrlbed as lazy; they

expend only the energy needed for survival.

tVith and through George

Dillon Mrs. Elliot seeks to replace the meanness of the world with a romantic vision of man's virtue and intellectual strivings.
these values are from the past Ed1;-vardian world, sh

Yet, because

~<VJ:t=S

v

t"J"(j

a

""'~~

couples them with the past value that has become the pre~e~aoal:
U

LA
NIVERsrry
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abun d a n

ee through money.

In the past the means (sensibility) and the
While

end (money) were inextricable; the present sees only the end.

extol George as "a fine, clean, upright young man" who
Mrs. Elliot can
is

80

clever that "one day he's going to be as famous as that Laurence

Olivier" she can also prophesy that such ideal

~vill

result in money:

"he hasn't a lot of money to throw around but he will have, he's that
type.

He's used to money, you can tell that.

(p. 27).

He's very cultured 11

To Mrs. Elliot, money and culture are synonymous.

In the

naturalistic world of the play, they are inimicable allies at best.
Another facet of Mrs. Elliot's romantic vision is her relationship to Geoffrey Colywyn-Stuart who is
(p. 42).

11

all sweetness and light"

Geoffrey is a man with the values of the past intact.

dress is elegant, tasteful, and not really contemporary.

His

His chief

interest is in intellectual ideas which are totally based in a world
that no longer exists:
You see my theory is that inside every one of us is a lamp. ~Vhen
it's alight, the loves and hates, the ambitions, desires and ideas
inside it are burning, and that person is really alive. But there
are people \vho go around every day, at work, at home with their
families--they seem normal, but their la:aps have gone out. They've
simply given up. They've giver. '-Ip being alive (p. 6.7).
His system of

11

getting in step with the almighty" (p. 47) is actually

valueless in the VJorld Osborne has objectively prE:seLJ.ted in Act L
Elliot believes in it since it is part of her world view.

Hrs.

But even she

does not live so that her lamp is lit, nor do any of the others, because to succeed passive acceptance is more valuable than willing one's
own goals especially when they are not in accord with the society.

Mrs.

Elliot's selection of George indicates her desire to create a world
where Geoffrey's system will work.

Geoffrey's belief that everyone in
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physica 1 advances, she rejects him and "The Brown Hindsor" of love
(p. 54).

At the end of the play she lays aside her ideals to come in-

to accord w-ith the world as she sees it.

She leaves the Elliot home

in search of a "scruffy wretch '"ith a thumb-nail sketch of a talent,"

to spend her time "emptying bits of brmvn cigarette stubs from his
saucer--generally cleaning up" (p. 85).

She no longer requires an ab-

solute love or the talent which is to be monumentally successful.
the world of the play, the scruffy artist will fare better.

In

She seems

to be making a choice analogous to that Candida makes--to control a
Morell and not a Marchbanks.

She chooses the "weaker of the two" to

make "with the labor of[her] hands and the love of[her] heart.
JJ8

the sum of all loving care .

Ruth finally realizes that

"even bad artists have their place in the scheme of things" (p. 63).
After the objective view of the naturalistic '"orld, George Dillon, the a::tist is introduced in the play.
consummate foe of this world.

An artist is probably the

The artist is the epitome of the indi-

vidual 'vho -::JOuld transcend the physical limitations and goals toward a
union of will-spirit-body.
allo1v the spirit to

:"lS~.

His concerns are control of the body to
::::-,_s :::.e::::-e d.etail and focus \vhi..:h ::he play

has given to the naturalistic world and the fact that George is in:roduced as the artist but never proves his artist:::-y points to the certain w·inner of the comic contest: the ·world of nature.

The action of

the play establishes the extant victory of the world over the artist.
George, the would-be artist, is foiled by his animal appetites and the
8
p. 74.

candida, A Pleasant Play (Baltimore: Penquin Books, 1967),
Subsequent references will appear in the text.
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,,or ld 's control of his art.

His body betrays him by its tuberculosis

. h is probably effected by the weakened state of an "unbreakdown \vh J..C
natural" vegetarian.

He is further trapped into a marriage with Josie

because he has lucklessly impregnated her.

Part of the trap is his

misreading of Josie as an innocent albeit frustrated ingenue.

His

desperate need for material abundance progressively worsens from his
living with the Elliot's to his application for welfare sustenance, to
his accepting Barney Evans, who nhas never had a doubt about anything"
( p. 73) in his fifty years, and Barney's suggestion to dirty up his

play, eliminate the !!high brow stuff", and to retitle it ttThe Telephone Tart" and to send it on tour (p. 76).
At the end of the play George is inured in the naturalistic
world; but he does not grant the \·:orld total victory since he still
retains his ?Osition as entertainer/artist.
carious imp~33e.

However, this is a pre-

In the world that controls or determines his actions

he is a G. B. Shm,, ( 11 Turned out to be Bernard Shaw, after all eh?"
[p.

9~).

2owever, because of the enphasis upon the physical level of

existence, the artist has onlv to entertain with sordid, tri7ial subjects on the most overt elementary levels.

Barney states that

11

you're Bernard Shmv.

These levels are the most

People want action, excitement.
But where's he today?" (p. 75).

I know--you think
But the audi-

ence uses the artists after they are in accord with the world--as
those who can revive them enough to continue their acts of survival.
the audience does not need artists before or during these acts.

. long as the artists can pull their own \veight in the society they

As
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,.,ill be tolerated; they will never be necessary.

Because of the destined control of man in the world, George's
own situation closely parallels the contrived ~vell-made plot suggested
by Barney: rrGet someone in the family r.,1ay in the Third Act--you're

halfr.vay there" (p. 77).

The mechanical plot of a r.vell-made play can

perfectly mirror the naturalistic world of this play.

Consequently,

the ostensive action or plot of Epitaph for George Dillon is a r.vellmade play structure which Osborne believes must be "dependent on a
closed social system, itself ritualized outwardly in everyday
u9

lif~

Most of Osborne's other plays do not present naturalistic

worlds and so do not use this plot structure.

This structure should

not be criticised because of overuse and abuse by other playwrights.
The play is not merely a "typically too-r.vell-made play of its period, 11
as Trussler suggests.

10

The high points of the action at the ends of

the acts are decisive victories of the world over George and are not
capriciously chosen for action and excitement.

Act I--George arrives

at the El1.iot house; Act II--George "seduces" Josie under the r..vatchful
eyes of her fathe:c (a scene 8 faireZ); Act I:LI, 1--George Jiscovers
his tuberculosis almost simultaneously with the compromising of his

main with the Elliots, marry Josie, and reign as the G. B. ShaH of
their world.

Unlike Osborne's other plays, Epitaph for George Dillon

has a definite ending.

Osborne has stated that he never knows

9

"John Osborne on the thes l-. s b U s ;ness
10
John Osborne, p. 15.
L

)

11

p

0

20

0

111
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which aimed to produce "the maximum impression of emotional intensity by indulgence in hysterical outbursts and paroxysms of uncontrolled roaring and inarticulate anguish."

The German acting of Brecht's

time \vere "orgies of vocal excess and apoplectic breast beating" that
thwarted the thinking process of the audience.

19

Osborne's dictum

that he wants to make people feel, to give them lessons in feeling;
they can think afterwards" reverses the emphasis of Brecht while proclueing the same audience response.
of his environment.

Osborne's emphasis is a function

Osborne believes that "there seems little danger

of people feeling too much--at least not in England

1120

A set

of emotional stock responses stimulates the English audience's critical faculty.

They are more under-stimulated than non-thinking.

The

methods that Brecht uses to produce his thinking and feeling audience
\vill obvL:::.:sly need to be adapted to Osborne's cool English audience.
\,:hile

Bre::::~-.,.t

esche"\vS the stock response of empathetic excess that

cripples thought, Osborne eschews the emotional dormancy that exalts
inhumane criticisms.
.c.
1 ty o f man
1.acu

II

Osborne demands, with Brecht, that the critical

'
f or p2op l e J.n
• k'
·
. •
1,21
speates
Lne:.r
CJ.m€.

Brecht's concept of defamiliarization or alienation in staging

a method which searches for "\vays of destroying the habitual way of

19
20

Esslin, Reflections, p. 77.
"They Call It Cricket, 11 p. 47.

21

"A Word from John Osborne," p. 30.
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looking at a thing, in order to reveal the contradictions within it,
so that its reality may be perceived."

Because this method "lets the

essence of a thing shine through its appearance at every moment," 22
the reason can function to clarify the emotions that are not of "subconscious origins" and as a result "carry nobody away."

To achieve

the alienation, the epic theatre does not reflect or represent the
"natural" disorder of things as the naturalistic stage does.

Instead,

the epic stage presents.
Representations must take second place to .what is represented,
men's life together in society: and the pleasure felt in their
perfection must be converted into the higher pleasure felt when
the rules emerging from this life in society are treated as imperfect and provisional. In this way the theatre leaves its
spectators productively disposed even after the spectacle is
over.
The A-effect is therefore a technique of "taking the human social incidents ~~ be portrayed and labelling them as something striking,
so:nethin.; ::hat calls for explanation," something "not to be taken for
granted, :1ot just natural. "

23

This presentation of human events will

e;nphasize the comic,--showing man as his

O\m

destiny.

i~on-aristotelian dra-na ;1ould at al.l costs avoj_d bundlin~ t0ge::.her the ec.renr:s porcrayec! and presenting them as an inexorable
fate, to which the human being is handed over helpless despite
the beauty and significarrc.s o:: ;'1iS reactions; . . • it is pre::isely this ::c_;::: ::~.::.: :t :~.::·~_:_:; s::c::iy closely, showing it up as
of human con::r!ving.24

The incidents chosen for the epic theatre are usually quite ordinary because these events provide the most numerous instances of fue

22

Wekwerth, "From Brecht Today," p. 119.

23
Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, pp. 88, 205, 125.
24

Ibid., p. 87.
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dialectical comic world.

Also, they can most easily facilitate alien-

"Characters and incidents from ordinary life, from our immediate surroundings, being familiar, strike us as more or less natural.
Alienating them helps to make them seem remarkable to us."
For instance, a simple way of alienating something is that normally applied to customs and moral principles. A visit, the
treatment of an enemy, a lovers' meeting, agreements about politics or business, can be portrayed as if they were simply illustrations of general principles valid for the place in question. .
. . As soon as we ask ~.;rhether in fact it should have become such,
or what about it should have done so, we are alienating the incident.25
In the presentation each episode is distinct to create a "chance
to interpose our judgment."

This episodic nature of the theatre is

another indication of its "epic" quality.

The distinctive nature of

the episodes is emphasized by "giving each its own structure as a
play \vithi:1.
Ihe

2

play."

s~~iod

26

of presenting the incidents to achieve the A-effect

is essentially aimed at exposing the artifice of the theatre.

The

presentatio.n_ ?urges the theatre of everything that is "magical. 11
Every element mutually alienate3.

The ::J.cting in the episodes must

undermine mere empathetic response; so, •:the gestic principle<> takes
• frcm th2

T

or: i.:J.ication."-'

knmv that the actor is the actor and. noi: character.

The actor must

present "present-day events and modes of behaviour with the same de25

26
27

Ibid., pp. 140, 201.
Ibid., p. 201.
Ibid., pp. 136, 204, 86.
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tachment as the historian adopts . . . . He must alienate these characters and incidents from us."

Hm-1ever, the concept of the gestic,

or demonstration, and the empathetic are really fused by the actor so
that the alienation produced in the audience is not subconscious passive empathy.
In reality it is a matter of two mutually hostile processes which
fuse in the actor's work; his performance is not just composed of
a bit of the one and a bit of the other. His particular effectiveness comes from the tussle and tension of the two opposites,
and also from their depth.28
Since the traditional theatre emphasizes the imitative principle, Brecht's devices of defamiliarization focus on the achievement
of the gestic.

It does not lose sight of the imitative.

The actor

often directly addresses the audience to remove the illusion of the
naturalistic stage.

He also often combines gests ~vith music to

hibit cen:ain basic gests on the stage."

11

ex-

The music is usually de-

rived :Er.::::: the "'cheap' music" of the cabaret and operetta.
sic has other alienation functions in the epic theatre.

This mu-

For Brecht

believes that music has a vide public acceptance; it can thereby function as ordinary events in facilitating the reversal from familiarity
to meditated alienation.

In the epic theatre, music functions ~vith

no narcotic effect or u.::!p=oi::c::t::.ve ' 1c<::::::toralizi!:lg social function."
Instead, it is actually a "muck-raker, an informer, a nark."

The mu-

sic achieves its reflective and moral nature in the epic theatre by
its strict separation from the other elements of entertainment offered.

The illusion breaking is achieved by rough incorporation of
28

Ibid., pp. 140, 277-8.
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the music in the drama: songs are sung by the actors who have changed
positions to sing; the lighting is different; the orchestra is visible; song titles and musical emblems are projected on screens; a chorus is visible.

Along with the sung music, the choreography presents

"elegant movement and graceful grouping" which not only can alienate
by its presentation of the more natural order but can help the story
with "inventive miming."

29

The stage setting of all this artifice "no longer has to give
the illusion of a room or a locality . . . . It is enough for[the set
designer] to give hints, though these must make statements of greater
historical or social interest than does the real setting."

30

Most of

these facets of Brecht's stagecraft were well-knoym in England even
before his philosophy was understood since language is really not a
functioni~~

barrier to their use.

Brec~t

31

finally stresses that his theatre is characterized by a

naivety ivhich imbues it with "imagination, humour, and meaning. 1132
The

enjoy~ent

principle in the epic theatre is an important factor in

Osborne's adoption of it; Osborne distinctly avoids theatre Hith purely intellectual functions.

29

30

31
32

The principle of naivety also demands that

.
Ib1d., pp. 85-9, 204.

Ibid., pp. 203-4.
Esslin, Reflections, pp. 75-6.
Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, p. 248.
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production seeks the exact theatrical expression of the subject matter.

Brechtian theatre is not static in the application of the same

alienation devices to each production.

Any theatrical device, in any

combination, which produces both the subject matter's comic dialectical essence and the audience response of emotions, reason, and enjoyment is essentially Brechtian.

And Osborne applies the experimental,

naive approach to his use of Brecht.
Two of Osborne's plays, The Entertainer and The World of Paul
Slickey,

33

use Brecht's musical theatrics.

Even though both plays

present Osborne's ironic comic contest, they differ in Osborne's application of Brecht's alienation effect.

Osborne's adaptation of the

A-effect is dependent upon the audience stock response to the two musical fra':lelvorks in the plays.

In The Entertainer, music is only used

l·:hen Archie Rice is performing in the music hall.

the play __ set in the Rice residence.

The other action of

Therefore, the use of the mu-

sic in this play is essentially realistic.

(Even though the Penguin

Dictiona::-.- of the Theatre terms it "Brecht-inspired, [and] non-real</

is tic.")__,'+

Osborr.e uses tZ1e represert;:ational or realistic music

frame1wrk in The Entertainer because "Its contact is imrnediate, vital,
and direct."

f~~

i}s'::lor:::='s ~::~l2.s~

a-_::iie:::lce t;-,_is type of di::ect sti=:-

ulation is needed to convert the stock response of English detachment
to an alienation closer to Brecht's.

Yet, the music hall framework

33 John Osborne, The Entertainer (New York: Criterion Books,
1958), and The World of Paul Slickey in Plays for England, I. The
Blood of the Bambergs, II. Under Plain Cover and The World of Paul
Slicke» Evergreen Black Cat Edition (New York: Grove Press, Inc.,
1959). Subsequent references will be given in the text.
34
P. ·208.
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also allows thought with the emotional response.

The natural artifice

of the music hall prevents total or unconscious empathy: "this technique [has] its own traditions, its own convention and symbol, its own
mystique."

Osborne believes the music hall is a folk art \vhich can

not only affect everyone in the audience (it is "something that once
belonged to everyone") but can, at the same time, naturally effect an
alienation response because of the stylized techniques used (The Entertainer, "Introductory Note").

Like any folk art, the music hall

is, according to Brecht, "a mixture of earthy humour, sentimentality,
homespun morality and cheap sex."

The acting in this art form is al-

ready designed to eliminate empathy: "to act in them [folk plays

J all

that is needed is a capacity for speaking unnaturally and a smoothly
conceited manner on the stage. A good helping of superficial slick11 35
ness is enough.
The music hall format in The Entertainer creates
simultaneous intellectual and emotional response without the use of
Brecht's A-effect because defamiliarization is already central to the
music hall.

However, through Brecht 1 s influence Osborne uses the mu-

sic hall in alternation with the Rice residence to solve the problems
oi time and spcce in che play.

The presence of the music hall trap-

pings in the Rice residence also £un~ciorrs as an A-efiecc.
is selective in his adaptation of Brecht.

Osbor~e

Ihe complimentary nature

of the two dramatist ',s concepts requires no other solely Brechtian
technique than the use of the music and the alternating setting ereating a somewhat episodic structure.
35

Brecht, p. 153.

79
Osborne's use of the alienation effect is more pervasive in The
world of Paul Slickey because the musical framework of the play is
the english musical comedy.

This basically light-hearted entertain-

ment normally elicits the smile of detachment.
neither with real emotions nor real thought.

The audience responds
Of course, this indif-

ferent response is antithetical to both Brecht and Osborne.

So, Os-

borne's task in The World of Paul Slickey is to stimulate the audience to a response by defamiliarizing all the elements of the average
musical comedy which create the somnolent response in the audience.
The essential characteristic of all the techniques of the musical comedy is smooth presentation.

Songs, dance routines, plot are

all presented without needless attention to the artifice.

When a

character sings, he does so without breaking character or the mood.
The songs are most often central to the plot and, therefore, do not
contain lyrics which are too complex.
the show's argument."
well-made.

36

Dances "convey some part of

The plot is simple, easily understood, and

The characters are vital (and, therefore, comic~ but rare-

ly true individuals.

They are only distinctive as types.

However,

since Osborne's audience requires some emotional stimulation before
they can even think, his alienatio~ e~iec= in this play couples the
alienating of the technical elements (music, dance, plot) w~th unexpected subject matter for musical comedy.

Osborne constantly de-

bunks the usual musical comedy attitudes in The World of Paul Slickey
because the smile of detachment is elicited by the smooth presenta36

Observer, 10 May 1959.
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tional techniques of the musical comedy as well as by the soothing
view of society.

The English musical comedies

succour and flatter

11

a be~.;rildered, disinherited middle-class audience bawling after a decadent and dummy tradition."

37

Consequently, Osborne's alienation

effect satirizes these attitudes to bring the audience to awareness
through their feelings.

He also defamiliarizes the musical comedy by,

broadening its scope to include all classes of the society, thereby
increasing the satiric targets.

The alienation of the subject matter

creates "images that move people" and gives them 1'a vis ion they don 1 t
otherwise getrr in the musical comedy. 38

The satire does not aim to

present a program of reform; its aim is enlightenment.

Osborne's de-

dication in The World of Paul Slickey states his targets and implies
his alienation technique:
I dedicate this play to the liars and self-deceivers; . • . In
this e:::.2ak time ,.,hen such men have never had it so good, this entert2~~sent is dedicated to their boredom, their incomprehension,
their cistaste. It would be a sad error to raise a smile for
them.

Osbo~ne's use of Brechtian techniques in The World of Paul
Slickey was not

suc~essful in channeling the audience response to

real thought and feeling: the play was Osborne's first failure in
four plays.

HoHevE::.-, the

ia:::_.:..,~re

in che audience's stock response.

':·las r..0t

::.r:

Osborr.e 's

artist~:

0ut

This response ignores both Os-

borne's warning in the dedication and David Pelham's audience handout.

Pelham, the producer of the play, cautions the audience against
37
38

John Osborne, "John Osborne on the thesis Business,n p. 20.
John Osborne, lfJohn Osborne, The Observer Profile."
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the usual expectation for the musical comedy: "We're not doing~som Time or The Student Prince!
audiences of 1959 .

We're doing a musical about 1959 for

The critical viewpoint stood pat in its

vision of the play as a musical comedy written by a very angry young
man.

Critics expecting trenchant anger and social solutions complain

that the social criticism is "too sketchy and shaky for it to make a
. ..40
direct h ~t.

This same line of criticism also finds too many tar-

gets in the play: "Determined to have a crack at everybody and everything, he spreads his bullets tvildly. 1141

Ironically, this very chaos

in the play is deliberate, a part of the rejection of the normal tempered atmosphere of a musical comedy.

Finally, much of the critical

disenchantment with the play is based upon Osborne's failure to write
an average musical comedy (which is, of course, what he does not want
to do!): Osborne "has only to regard his new effort simply as alesson in E=,~~- :~ot to \Vrite a Musical Comedy." 42

All of these points of

criticisw use a frame of reference outside Osborne's and Brecht's
theatre, ar..d they ultimately account for the play's commercial fail-

sented, the subject matter of the play, to Osborne himself--he was
personally booed at the s~a;e ~~== sf th2 Lo2dcn Palace after ~he

39

Quoted in Carter, John Osborne, p. 112.

40
Richard Find later, "The Case of P. Slickey," The Ttventieth
£enturz 167 (January 1960): 34.
41
Quoted in The Netv York Times, 8 May 1959, from The Daily
E._xpress.

42

Observer, 10 May 1959.
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. 43
final curta1n.
Brecht's musical theatrics are only a technique for presenting
osborne's ironic comedies.

The essential comic confrontation in both

plays is strikingly similar.

Both Archie Rice and Paul Slickey seek

elevation in the world of the plays by claiming an inertia of the spirit.

In the material world, for both of them, morals and feeling are

mere nuisances and even hindrances.

The material imperative for sue-

cess requires a singleness of purpose which the morals and the emotions ~vould diffuse.

Their roles in the society, the ba1:vdy enter-

tainer and the critic, require this posture of transcendence.

The

spiritual inertia which marks this transcendence also permits survival beyond material success in the valueless, flexible society.

(Al-

though Paul Slickey is a well-heeled critic, Archie Rice is only a
doHn-at-tte-heels entertainer.)
cope with

~~certainty,

The inert spirit does not have to

irony, and emptiness in the society; its re-

sponse is always the same.

Archie Rice and Paul Slickey exhibit an-

other Osborne posture of despair; they both deny the emotions and spirit and extol their physical free~o~ in a world fettered by petty
ral and emotional alliances.

natures.

QO-

The mO'Jement or plot of both plays

Archie finally leaves the ~vorld of entertainment which mir-

rored his transcendent self-image of the spiritually dead but vital
wastrel.

43

He is then immersed in the common, comic, world of petty

Charles Hussey, "Osborne Looks Forward in Anger," New York
Ximes Magazine, 25 October 1964, sec. 6, p. 76.

finances and sloppy, ineffectual emotions and mores.
inertia is real, not a pose.
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His spiritual

Jack Oakham, alias Paul Slickey, also

believes that his inertia of the spirit is only a pose that does not
mirror his interior.

Unlike Archie Rice, Paul does not claim spiri-

tual inertia once he leaves his public office at the newspaper.
stead, he claims idealism, spiritual vitality.

In-

The action of The

world of Paul Slickey leads Paul to an acceptance of his ~ emptiness.

Even though he finally leaves his public position of transcen-

dence, the taint of the world remains with him.

Both Osborne heroes

end immersed in the comic world, ~vithout forgiving the loss of their
ideal.
The action of The Entertainer takes place in a large English
coastal resort; there are t\vO settings \vithin the town: the music hall
and the Rice residence.
the stage.

However, the music hall never really leaves

The technical artifice of the music hall is present even

during the domestic scenes.
At the back a gauze. Behind it part of the to\vn • • . • Knee-high
flats and a door frame Hill serve for a \vall. . . . Different
swags can be loHered for various scenes to break up the acting
areas. Also, ordinary, tatty backcioth and drau tabs . . . . The
lig~~ing is Lh2 k~~i yvu C~?e~~ ~c see in che local Empire-everything bang-on, bright and hard, or a simple follow-spot. The
scenes and interludes ~ust. in fac:t, be llt as if they \·lere simpl:;.'
tur::s c~ t'!:i.e :ill. :?:.::-::.=..:::.:.:-= 2:·~ ?::--Op3 Ere as basic as rt~y -:-r:-.:2:.i
be for a short s1-:etc~L 0;:: C:::t:-, s:_des c:f th-2 proscenci:.!Tll is a
4

square in which numbers--the turn numbers-appear . . . . Music.
The latest, the loudest, the \vorst. A gauzed front-cloth. On it
are painted enormous naked young ladies, waving brightly colored
fans and kicking out gaily (pp. 11-12).
The omnipresence of the music hall effects a defamiliarization of the
domestic scenes which functions as the typical Brechtian A-effect.
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The ordinary domesticity within the aura of the music hall presents
the essence behind the appearance.

The scenes present the artifice

or postures of comic conformity in England of the 1950's: the strategems that man must devise and believe in order to survive in the comic
community, "the texture of ordinary

despair.~r44 The town behind the

back gauze is the only other constant image in the play.

The omnipre-

sence of both town and the music hall (which Osborne believes is an
important part of England) indicates the importance of the society or
the world upon the characters' reactions.
Number One presents Archie's father, Billy, and daughter,
Jean.

However, before either are really introduced, Billy is sur-

rounded by the noise of a com..rnon fight in the building: "a woman trying to separate two men--her son and her lover."

Even though "the

noise is 2uffled" after he politely requests quiet, the "sobbing is
still

au2~':<.e"

during the beginning of the scene.

Osborne, thus, es-

tablishes the essence of this environment before Billy Rice is introduced as the quintessence of Edwardian England.
dignifie~

His meticulous and

appearance, manners, and diction contrast sharply to the

atmosphere created by his neighbors' fight.

Lhe contrast is sharp-

ened as he begins -cc sing n:s.od: c: Ages c::.eft fC>r "12/Let
self in thee! 11

22

hid.:: ::ny-

:r:-:.is m:.tsic :..sir: a':Jsurd :::or.-crast t.::; the music played

throughout the drama; its sentiment is quite the opposite of the atmosphere created by the domestic quarrel (p. 13).
During the scene with his granddaughter, the seventy-year old
44

John Osborne, "They Call It Cricket," p. 51.
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BillY Rice illustrates that "the only

he [can] deal ~vith life [is]

vJay

continually to draw on the strength of his remembered past. 1145

Os-

borne is not merely presenting the classic comic pattern in which the
old cannot cope because of the world's unfamiliarity; instead, Billy
Rice is sho~vn as coping with the world's uncertainty by juxtaposing
i t ~vith the past's security and pride in the nation and "individual

skills and craftsmanship."

46

He is not senile; and his lucidity re-

quires a conscious strategy of survival.

Billy Rice recognizes the

inefficacy of Edwardian values in the 1950's; he is not willing an
ideal as Jimmy Porter does.

The aura of the music hall defamilia-

rizes a vision of Billy as the senile old man who lives in the past.
Billy is the lucid old man who can only live in the present by remembering the past.

The artifice of the music hall which is always

present fo2uses attention of the conscious artifice of his response
~is ability to affect such a role is part of his past ex-

to life.
perience

23

entertainer.

Nur:-,':>er One analyzes Billy's response.

Although

t~venty-two

year

old Jean is present on the sta5e, she is little more than a listening
post.

This

11

dullness" is realistically accounted for because Jean

stage the incongruity between his surroundings and his Edwardian
bearing is heightened by his cheerful singing of the hymn.
45
46

John Osborne, "A Word from John Osborne," p. 7.
Ibid.

When a
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yell from dmmstairs becomes more audible, his reaction is a conscious articulation of the Edwardian ethnic prejudice: Billy ''speaks,
o-ravely, with forethought . . . . Bloody Poles and Irish!"

o

This pos-

ture is followed by a more natural and spontaneous "I hate the bastards."

His reaction to the sound of Jean's doorbell is a contrapun-

tal study of his knowledge of the \vorld and the Edwardian vision that
he affects.
doorbell.

11

"He sings cheerfullv, as if to drown the noise of the
This strategem continues until he finally gives free

reign to his irritation since the singing >vill not drown out the
world: "Why don't they answer the bloody door!".

When he believes

that he will have to answer the door, he settles into his Edwardian
role: he sees the other inhabitants of the building as uncultured
animals

~vho

ivere probably born in fields.

However, when the knocking

continues and then intrudes upon his gentlemanly leisure period of
ne1·.:spaper, slippers and beer--he again becomes peevish.

"Can't get

any peace in this damned house . . . . Can't even read the paper in
peace (pp. l3-15).

11

This little stage business of answering the door

is a paradigm of his reaction to the world: comic acceptance of his
occasional need of Echvardian rituals.
Billy's reaction to the

~,·.Jrlc

pe:nds on the Ed-;-:ardian val-..1e sys te:rr.

o:.1tside t-.is im::1.ediate fs..'1:1.ily deThe Rice house is a "mad-house"

because the Edwardian dictum of racial separation has been ignored:
"You know who she's [Phoebe, Archie's wife] got upstairs, in Mick's
[Archie's son] old room, don't you?

Some black fellow."

action to his personal world is less rigid.

Yet, his re-

He accepts Phoebe's ac-
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tions towards himself because she is in control of his physical survival: "Still, if she stays in she only gets irritable.

And I can't

stand rows . . . • No use arguing >vith Phoebe anyway . . • . She just
won't listen to you" (p. 16).

His discussion with Jean about the

worlds of politics and entertainment also illustrates his lucid acceptance of the conditions he lives in.

His look at the world situ-

ation is sandwiched between discussion of pubs--places of escape.
What about the news, eh? That's depressing. What d'you make of
all this business out in the Middle East? People seem to be able
to do what they like to us. Just what they like. I don't understand it. I really don't (p. 17).
[The music hall] is dead already. Has been for years. It was all
over, finished, dead when I got out of it. I saw it coming. I
sa~v it coming, and I got out.
They don't want real people anymore (p. 18).
Hmvever, his awareness causes a depression which is actually life-negating.

Ee no longer goes to one of the last bastions of Edwardian-

iss, his

C~uo,

because he does not feel like it.

cape from his personal reality.

Yet, it was his es-

The first scene ends with Billy mak-

ing the grand gesture of proffering money to Jean for her train fare.
The gesture is not really successful since he does not have the entire sum.

But he still makes the gesture to protest the present Eng-

lish socialist State:

1

~;J ~52 lea~i~g it to the C~verPJment for ~he~

to hand out to a lot of bleeders who haven't got the gumption to do
anything for themselves" (p. 21).

Although Billy realizes that the

outside world cannot really function under the Edwardian value system,
he can still criticize it.

And even though his personal world is de-

pendent upon others, in any situation that he can control--he controls
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it with the only certainty he knows.

The mere fact that he has a vi-

sion of the past makes him cheerful amidst his depression: "I feel
sorry for you people.

You don't kno\v what it's really like.

haven't lived, most of you.
you're all miserable really.
(p. 23).

You

You've never known what it was like,
You don't know what life can be like"

The alienation effect finally reverses the usual stock re-

sponse to an old man "living" in the past; he is better equipped to
cope with reality than the others in the play.
Number Two presents Archie Rice, the Entertainer, in the music
hall.

Billy Rice's exposition about Archie in Number One causes an

initial ambivalent audience reaction to him.

Billy tells Jean that

Archie was educated in the same school as Billy and his brother
William \vho is a prominent and rich barrister.

Billy believes that

Archie is a failure \vorking in a dead institution full of "a lot of
third-class sluts standing about in the nude" (p. 18).

So, \vhen

Archie goes through his jokes-song-dance routine the audience expects
to react to the clmvn and jokester with the detachment of laughter;
but, they simultaneously hope that there is ~ore to Archie Rice than
his artificial character.

The search for the man behind the artifice

is essentiall;:' .e.:: ali:::~t.i::!l :.-~s-:·0:!52: to t~e clc-::-m..

The aud.ien.ce irra:.r

wish to react on other levels, but in this scene it can only react to
Archie Rice, song and dance jokester.

However, Osborne has written

Archie's speeches with the "exact phrasing" and ''minute observation
of tone and accent" of the dying music halls. 47
47

Consequently, he is

Ian Scott-Kilvert, "The Hero in Search of a Dramatist.
Plays of John Osborne," Encounter 9 (December 1957): 29.

The
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a-.;vare that the J'okes of this music hall are not "the kind that firstnight audiences like to laugh at .

The audience reacts to

Archie (and not his jokes) in Number Two with intellectual detach-

:..:----

ment.

Because this is the beginning of Archie's routine he makes

little effort to really make contact with the audience.

This first

part is his routines' most "set" section; he is in complete control
of audience and the show dancing girls.
The intellectual detachment of Number Two results in a focus
upon Archie's words.

This scene presents Archie's transcendent re-

sponse to life in the words of a "little song" that he claims he
wrote himself.
"Why should I care?
Why should I let it touch me!
Why shouldn't I, sit dmm and try
To let it pass over me?
Why should they stare,
Why should I let it get me?
What's the use of despair,
If they call you a square?
If they see that you're blue, they'll-look dmm on you
So why should I bother to care? (Thank
God I'm normal!)
So why should I bother to care (pp. 24-5)?"
The song seems merely to be a plea for acceptance--he does not want

Archie and Jean and Billy's love for Archie indicate that it is "normal" to care.

Emotional inertia -.;v-ill place Archie in a position of

"superiority", in a sense.

This emotional inertia isolates man in

egomania (notice the repetition of "I").

48

There is no immersion in

.
.
John Osborne, "Introduct~on," Internat~onal Theatre Annual,
No. 2, ed. Harold Hobson (London: John Calder, 1957), p. 10.
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the comic community but elevation above it.

Yet, at this point in

the play the audience does not really know where art ends, and truth
begins--in Archie's mind.
Number Three verifies the inaccuracy of Archie's view of normal men.

The way Billy, Jean, and Phoebe discuss Archie and Mick

and Frank, another son, indicates that they do indeed care.

How·ever,

the scene also presents another characteristic of the people in the
household.

Their survival in their comic world requires strategies

of deafness.

No one in the house listens to the other.

They seem to

avoid direct confrontation of the others' strategies of survival.
Phoebe is a hard-working and kind woman whose very existence depends
upon her ability to avoid confronting reality--although she does know
~vhat

it is.

Billy \·Jho

She drinks too much (with the decided disapproval of

kno~t7S

"better than to overdo it"), attends any movie be-

cause she "can't sit for long" and Hould "rather have a spot of pictures", and flits from one subject to another to avoid confronting
the essence behind appearance:
Archie r,Jorries 2~0 1.:t h:L~ r~!ickl.

~e riCJcS~ I t s s;r so' but I kno•,v
he does. It's funny really because they never seemed ta hit it
off so \vell, in lots of ,.,ays. :Nat like you and him, or Frank.

He's a very s~r;.sible Ooy, yc\..::1~ ::<-~~k_ . . E·2.'s ~'"~er-i strai;~:t.
lost: some :s ::.2ep tn::.s ,,-ec::~c, l. ~2.n L,:;!.l ycu ( pp. 26- 30).

L'1e

Phoebe's domain is physical survival and comic flexibility.
Her concerns for her children seem to focus solely on the body functions:
[Jean] looks a bit peaky.
she's eating properly.

Round the face, • • • I don't suppose

I don't know why they send these boys out to do the fighting • .
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. . I -.;;vonder whether Mick isn't better off [than Frank] after
all. I mean--they do look after them, don't they?

A boy like [Frank] shouldn't be doing it.

Hospital porter.
knmv they made him stoke the boilers (pp. 31-1)?

D'you

But the focus on the music hall artifice alienates the audience from
the stock response to Phoebe as a empty-headed drunkard.

The drink-

ing pushes the reality that she sees further back--but never entirely
out of focus.

When Jean recounts Frank'simprisonment for refusal to

serve in the armed forces, she also begins to examine Phoebe's feel-

_!E~ about Frank and Billy's measuring "up youngMick against Frank."
phoebe's reaction to this deeper look into the family's relationship
is a definite: "Well, we'll shut up about it now"(p. 30).

She con-

sciously guards her vision of reality--that she knows is merely appearance.
Jeac: :-eturns home to "think" after an aHareness of the aura of
dissociaticrr in the world.

She and her fianc~ have argued over her

involvement in a rally in Trafalgar Square and her art classes at a
Club for teenage gang members.

Both activities confirmed her vi-

tality: "somehow--with a whole lot of other people, stra!l.ge as it may
seem--I managed to get ~yself stea~ed up about the way things were

I hadn't realized--it just hadn't occured to me that you could

love somebody, that you could '\vant them, and \vant them twentyfour hours of the day and then suddenly find that you're neither
of you even living in the same world. I don't understand that
(pp. 28-9).
Jean seems to be less concerned \vith the physical survival that Phoebe
stresses than with the spirit.

She can see the disparity between the

world that Phoebe believes 'lvill protect Mick, who is in the army, and
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Frank and the world that really exists.

Jean sees that this world

which at least is interested in the material well-being of man cannot assuage the spiritual emptiness: "They're all looking after us.
we're all right, all of us.

Nothing to worry about.

We're all right.

God save the Queen" (p. 31)!

It almost seems that Jean could exist

without a survival strategy.

But, her running home from her fianc{,

her inattentiveness to Billy in Number One and her admission that she
"started drinking gin on the train"(p. 30)

indicates her immersion

in this world of emotions and uncertainties.

The alienation effect

of the scene unites the three generations when their usual juxtaposition in a drama presents friction.

They are further ironically uni-

ted by the atmosphere of disassociation because each person orders
the world with different poses.

The critic

~vho

complains that Jean

doesn't "state the case for youth" and that the "members of Archie's
family incessantly harange each other [but] seldom make a human connection''49 is basing his evaluation upon the familiar expectations of
the realistic play.
Numbers Three and Four are contrapuntal.

The immersion of

Billy, Jean, and Phoebe into a Horld requiring a conscious dimming

The performance emphasizes Archie's eccentricity; he exists outside
the circle of common men.

His statement the "I don't ~vant to see you

suffering" sharply contrasts with unselfish concern for fellow family
49

~nd

Kenneth Tynan, Curtains.
Related Writings, p. 173.
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members exhibited in the previous number.

His song reiterates the

selfish egotism that keynotes Number Two: "We're all out for good old
Number one,/Number one's the only one for me!"

The song also pre-

sents the essential concern of all Osborne heroes--"But I don't want
no drab equality."

The lyrics link Archie's transcendent stance to

the English society's socialist state where the material overpowers
any values.
[England] Don't let your feeling roam,
But remember that charity begins at home.
For Britons shall be free!
The National Health won't bring you wealth
Those wigs and blooming spectacles are brought by you and me.
The Army, the Navy and the Air Force,
Are all \ve need to make the blighters see
It still belongs to you, the old red, white and blue
Drop Union Jack
Those bits of red still on the map
We won't give up \vi thout a scrap.
What we've got left back
We'll keep and blow you, Jack (pp. 32-3)!
The song suggests national pride as a solution to selfishness because
it \vould add some value to life.

However, the "number one" stanza

encircles the "England" section of the song.

Men are too selfish to

even consider their country; the solution is not a present reality.

Althaug~

Archie

sec~s ~o

be

i~~rsing

hLnself in the selfish world,

the final stanza effects a separation when he bids God to bless
England (or the audience) and he reoains outside the circle.
Osborne insists that Archie's jokes throughout the play are
"part of the pro's language, . . . consistant [sic] favourites with
music hall[not West

En~

audiences, and do not have any necessary
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reference to individual sexual normality. "SO

Ho\vever, the order in

which Archie tells the jokes describes his eccentric type of transcendence.

The jokes successively debunk the values or mores of the

society until Archie transcends in a morass of spiritual inertia.
The routine first attacks the Edwardian patriotism \vhich the song
posits as a solution to the national drive tmvard the material: "I've
played in front of them all!

'The Queen', 'The Duke of Edinburgh',

'The Prince of Wales', and the--\vhat 's the name of that other pub?"
The other jokes attach the sexual prejudices of the time.

Archie

deprecates, with the same apparent perplexity as the public, the
types of songs the crooners sing; he proclaims himself the "dirty old
man" who has a "marvellous [sic] time up here with all these posing
girls" despite his age; he then implies a homosexual proclivity only
to end 1-Jith a complete rejection of the sexual sphere of life: "I'd
rather ha':e a glass of beer any day!"

His introduction to the song is

"'The Old Church Bell won't ring tonight, as the Verger's dropped a
clanger'" (p. 31)!

The audience's final image of the entertainer in

Number Four is of an egocentric mar. Hho flau!lts the r.:>.ores and der;u:.r-::-s
the common vices of the material imperative.

Osborne believes that

to insecurity rarely try to live according to the mores of those who
51
are not."
Obviously, Archie Rice is even above the contemporary

so
51

John Osborne, "A Word from John Osborne," p. 30.
Ibid.

:'
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ambition; for he rigidly spends his life in an institution that was
"dead" when he entered it, although he uses the devices of the society' s "credit" to remain in it.

Archie's transcendence or elevation

is that he is perpetually out of step with the society; this is the
only vital role for him.

But the consistency of his insecurity and

his resistance to the values of the society ironically provide a
fixed vision of life.

Also, the "I" that is all important to Archie

does not even have the ambitious spirit that is the only ideal in
contemporary England.

Archie's "I" is animal matter only; beer and

sex are his life's goals.

He is spiritually empty.

The audience reaction to Number Four is crucial because Archie
goes home in Numbers Five and Six where he is immersed in the society.

J. L. Styan states that because the "last ugly stages of the

senility of the English music hall" is "a devastating symbol for
England in the 1950s" we "resent our
and even each other, as we laugh."

O\vn

52

laughter [at Archie's jokes],

It is certainly true that the

ever present images of music hall and to'vn allude to an intertwining,

possibly symbolic relationship.

This relation3hip is i~portant since

the ironic comedy requires a sense or th2 actuality or comic society.

to him primarily and not the contemporary problem.

Osborne does not

really expect his essentially non-music hall audience to laugh at the
jokes--but he does expect them to react to the entertainer.

The mu-

Sic hall is only really "vital" because it causes entertainer and
52

Styan, The Dark Comedy, p. 256.
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entertained to come in direct contact.

The intellectual delineations

begun in the first music hall scene continue in this one.

The audi-

ence can clearly focus upon the self-image Archie presents.
audience must also be aware of certain incongruities.

And the

Archie's image

of the rest of humanity's selfishness is not only exaggerated but
largely erroneous.

Archie's self image of spiritual deadness in a

sexual, beer-drinking husk is presented through the artifice of the
music hall.

Although his self-deprecation includes his abilities as

an entertainer ("Blimey, that went better first house."), the staging, recitation, singing, and dancing at least imply spirit.

There

is, of course, the central dilemma of Brecht's and Osborne's theatrics: where is the man, where is the artifice.

The intellectual

alienation of the audience causes them to question whether the image
of Archie is appearance or reality.

The incongruities point to mere

appearanc2--part of the "pro's" bag of tricks.

However, if this

image is the "real" Archie then the audience can recognize its final
illusiveness.
Nu~ber

Four also elicits emotional response.

ir: r::nis scene is de:finit-2:!.)'- ;:nore audience-conscious.

Archie's routine
This vi:al re-

latioeship is illustrated by the nu=be~ ~f ?a~ses, ~irest addresses
("you"), and gestu:-es tmve.:::.-d th2:::..

T::.e

resul:.:. of this consciousness

is a less haughty and manipulative (thus alienating) master of ceremonies and a more eager-to-please entertainer.

The song itself indi-

cates the awareness of audience because it begins with the concept of
"we" before effecting Archie's elevation.

The more direct the con-

tact with Archie (this intensifies throughout the play) the more the
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audience reacts to the performance--not because it improves but because Archie becomes more human and intertwined with them.
Four, the emotional response is minimal--but present.

In Number

It is rather

overshadowed by the incongruities inherent in Archie's performance.
A response to incongruity is largely intellectual.

Yet, as the play

progresses the audience's emotions are definitely engaged.

A member

of the first night audience reported to The New Statesman how this
emotional response was elicited:
"I am still not sure how we >vere induced to play the part written
for us--to emit that deadly sound of luke-warm laughter, willing
but uncertain which gave the cue for Archie's ironic impromptu
about bringing the roof down and gave point to the venom behind his
surface heartiness. Pretty flat it would all have fallen if we
had been bringing the roof dmvn, wouldn't it? . . . Maybe John
Osborne knew just how much corn and bawdy he could include and be
sure that the guffaws of the randy and distasteofthe squeamish
would both be tempered and confused by reverence for the leading
player."53

The r~st of the play resolves the incongruities of Archie's
image.

Firs:: Archie's music hall image is presented as equivalent to

Archie's self-image outside the music hall.

Then, Archie's self-image

is proven illusory when his son, Mick, is killed by the Cyprian rebels, and the income tax man co~es.
ciety, however reluctantly.

Finally Archie falls in step with &r

In Nut"'lbers Five and Six Archie brings his

entertainer image i!:to t:l:::. ::<.=..:.2. 2:n::::=.

B::t ;.;£:.ile the presence of t!:1e

sic hall in the residence scenes points to the family's conscious
strategies for coping with reality, Archie's consistent entertainer
stance presents willed rejection of reality.
53
E. Morgan, quoted in Styan, p. 256.

The members of the

<T..i-
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·ly can separate appearance and reality.
famJ.
hiS reality.

Archie's appearance is

The family illustrates the comic spirit that accepts

actuality and merely seeks ways to temper the pain of defeat.

Archie

rigidly wills his ideal of singularity; his individualtiy is his elevat ion.
In Numbers Five and Six the family compromises with life, as
Archie inflexibly remains the entertainer that is all exterior--a
husk.

His actions ahrays reinforce his "personal myth"--elevation

through his spiritual depravity and physical excess.

Osborne states

that Archie's manner of speech even affects the spiritual emptiness:
'~at

ever he says to anyone is almost always very carefully
a\vay". Apparently absent minded, it is a comedian's
technique, it absolves him seeming committed to anyone or anything (p. 34).
"thro~m

Throughout che two numbers Archie establishes himself at the expense
of tne oc:--c:::::.:;.
role as

th~

Although Archie "admires" his father "deeply" his

entertainer causes him to seem distant and patronizing.

He constanc:ly focuses upon Bill's age, schooling, religion "rhile
deprecating his great pride in his career: Billy "sounds like a
toast-master with DTs.

He's quice well-read for an ignorant old

pro.
were his favourite female impersonators. 11

Upon the last insult

(which all emphasize Billy's Ed\vardian values) Archie chooses other
targets.

Osborne stresses the concept of Archie's artifice in the

stage directions; for Archie, like Jimmy Porter and George Dillon,
is quite aware of the danger of going too far: "Archie knows by long
experience how far he can go and manages gently to turn the situa~
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tion" (pp. 36-7).
,;;.;:;:;--

After establishing his transcendence in the society with a eelebration of the twentieth anniversary of not paying income tax, he
launches an attack upon Jean.

Osborne indicates that his "patronage

of his daughter Jean is more wary, sly, unsure [because he] suspects
her intelligence, aware that she may be stronger than the rest of
them" (p. 34).

However, he attacks all the same--striking out speci-

fically at her relationship with Graham ("a bit suburban") and her
political involvement: ("Are you one of those who don't like the Prime
Minister?

I think I've grown rather fond of him.

I think it '\vas

after he went to the West Indies to get Noel Coward to write a play
for him" i-P. 391).
~

-

Yet, his uncertainty about Jean's reaction results

in his statement that he is

11

a

~vee

bit slewed 11 like everyone else.

The guise of drunkenness is not only part of his self-image but also
allm·JS hi!Cl to run through his routine of deprecation without really

hurting anyone since they are drunk too.

Archie's willed elevation

is achieved by an artifice that Hill only work under certain conditions.

Archie himself says that "Observation--is the basis of all

Art" (p. 41) --w·hen Jean questions his actions.
reality (observatio:!) end artific2 he.

elevation.

At th8 end o£

l~ur.:oer

be.g:£:o.~

And as he separates

to C.cstroy his

depra"'~.:-t:d

Six Archie informs Jean that Hick

has been taken prisoner--he has committed himself to keep the news
from the family.

Despite what he says--Archie is not only out for

himself--number one.

When Jean hears the news she can only seek the

dulling powers of alcohol; Archie takes refuge in his image.

But the

sheer energy needed for the telling of "the greatest compliment I had
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paid

to me--the greatest compliment I ahvays treasure" is too much.

When the artifice of transcendence is stripped mv-ay, only the old man
with the need for society remains: "Talk to me'' (p. 42).
Number Six begins
scene without Archie.

(after the intermission) with a domestic
The scene again stresses the compromise of the

familY that allows them to adjust to life.
is less than the energy of elevation.
11

for compromise is that

The energy of adjustment

Phoebe's view of the necessity

it's just being sensible 11 (p, 45).

She has

accepted Archie's many affairs with women, his daughter, Jean, as her
own, and a life verging on poverty.
~vho

retains her humanity.

However, she is still a person

She is not phlegmatic when it comes to

asserting her personal dignity.

She will not let Jean order her

around; she still hopes for the future, she tries.
1vhen strusgle would be fruitless.

And ultimately she is a good, self-

sacrificing woman; she is the kind of woman
conteoporary England.

She only accepts

~vho

will never succeed in

With this comic position she is lucid in her
He hasn 1 t got any enemy in the ,.JOrld \vho 1 s

assessment of Archie:

11

causes her drinking.

(In Number Seven the drinking is intensified by

her deep concern .for Hic;z,)
"prepared to be gay'' (p. 53).

A:-c):)ie arri·,;es ":vith his other son :trank
Frank is Archie's "'feed' because this

seems to be a warm, reasonable relationship substitute that suits
them both" (p. 51).

Frank compromises; Archie transcends,

Archie's

chief target in the scene is Phoebe; he believes he "pities" her
"wholeheartedly" because of her age, her devotion and her mediocrity.
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osborne's description of Archie states that he believes his pity "has
prevented him from leaving her

t~venty

years ago" (p. 34).

Throughout

the num ber Archie mirrors this belief:
She's tired and she's getting old. She's tired, and she's tired
of me. Nobody ever gave her t~vo pennyworth of equipment except
her o~ pretty unimpressive self to give anything else to the
rest of the world. All it's given her is me, and my God she's
tired of that! • . • They know what sort of a bastard I am, love.
I think they know almost as well as you do (pp. 55-6).
Before his insulting of "poor, pathetic old" Phoebe, with "her muzzy
under-developed, untrained mind" (p. 54), Archie places the whole
family, except Jean, on a level below the rest of the world.
his subsequent attack upon Phoebe places him even below this.

However,
When

she emphasizes her comic spirit--that she tries--he must counter with
a self-image that negates that:
yellmv va:: to come" (p. 56).
to the

errd

11

\lle're all just waiting for the little

The image of emotional death continues

of the scene.

JE~~:

I don't even know what I'm feeling.
I don't even know if I do at all.
ARCHIE: Never mind, dear. I didn't know that
for years, either. You're a long time
dead, . . . let's make it a party (p. 59).
The statement of spiritual death is followed by the perform~

in the music

~~11 wits

.A::-c::rie 's rr£ace held open by a grin, and

dead behind the eyes" (p.· 59).

Number Seven's song presents Archie

as "the ordinary bloke," who is "Not mad for women, . . . not a soak"
and who is therefore "a moderate."
men in their patriotism.

He joins the fellowship of other

But the setting reinforces his image of

decadent elevation: The gag title ("'My girl's always short of breath,
but she don't mind a good blow through'"), the scenery with the "nude
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·tannia's helmet and holding a bulldog and trident"; the bang-on

~

lighting; and the background music "'Land of Hope and Glory.'"
usua 1
rea 1

The

randy jokes culminate in his assertion that there is nothing
and everything shoddy about him.

stumbling gait of the drunk.

He even delivers them with the

The whole level of the performance is

much more coarse and crude than any other numbers.

He seems at the

epitome of his decadence; yet even as he performs, his relationship
to the audience belies a rather frantic plea for them to confirm his
elevation.

He cannot allow himself the emotional mediocrity which

Mick's homecoming may elicit (pp. 60-1).
In Number Eight Archie's elevated posture begins to dissolve.
First, his transcendent occupation as entertainer is assailed by
Phoebe's desire to move to Canada and manage a hotel.

Archie terms

the plan ":,.orse manure" (p. 67) since it would not allow him to be a
man in the only way he knows--as entertainer.

He explains his lack

of ambition because "you can't buy draught Bass in Toronto" (p. 68).
Archie then relates his "biggest compliment" when two nuns"crossed
themselves" (p. 69) upon the sight of him.

Rmvever, Archie's de-

fenses are dropped in the latcer part of the scene when he finally is
drunk (for the first

ti~..=. l::.

the ;_;:!..ay).

Ee "siD.-;;s and orchestrates

his speech as only a drunken man can, almost objectively and fastidiously, like a conductor controlling his own sound [emphasis mine] i,
(p. 70).

Without the energy needed for his artificial guise, Archie

speaks of himself as a man who could feel but now cannot because of
the times.

The objectivity of Archie's drunkenness separates the man

from the artifice.

Archie's great fear is that he will be embraced
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by the comic world--the English society.

In order to avoid this he

becomes the antithesis of that society--a seedy entertainer.
ev er '

this husk hides a real idealistic core.

How-

Many of Archie's ide-

als--like Jimmy Porter's and George Dillon's--are derived from the
Edwardian past that he mocks in Billy.

These ideals have been im-

plied in the songs: patriotism, great concerns, grand emotions.

His

Edwardian education of thirty years ago is part of his image when he
leaves the music hall: "He wears glasses and has a slight stoop,
from a kind of offhand pedantry \vhich he originally assumed thirty
years ago when he left one of those minor public day schools in
London . .
sionally,

Some of his fellow artists call him 'Professor' occa" (pp. 33-4).

His tvariness in insulting Jean illus-

trates his real respect for "People of intellect and sophistication."
But Archie does not espouse pure Edwardianism because he recognizes
its essential rigidity.

His first wife tvas a "person of principle"

who "kne\,7 h01v people should behave, and there tvere no ttvo ways about
it" (p. 70).

Nevertheless, l1is idealisf'l, derived from the grand
lhis

woman presents· the past ideals without the past evils of moral stricture, class

struc~ure,

material concerns, racial prejudice.

Instead,

although she was a "poor and lovely and oppressedlf whore, she was
able to make "a pure, just natural noise" "singing her heart out to
the whole >vorld. 11

To Archie, this noise is an indication that the

society can survive; for the woman presents hope and strength for
the human race--the ability to "make the most beautiful fuss in the
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wor

l d" (pp. 70-1).
This ideal of a pure natural response can not be attained in

Archie's society.

The very image of the poor, old, lonely, black

whore negates all the values in the contemporary society: youthful
ambition, material wealth, egocentricity.

Archie tells Jean that the

onlY way to live in their society is to
get yourself a technique. You can smile darn you, smile, and
look the friendliest jolliest thing in the world, but you'll be
just as dead and smug and used up, and sitting on your hands just
like everybody else (p. 72).
To avoid becoming part of the

co~~on

miasma, Archie transcends in his

extreme "technique" for life in the society.

He fears if he ever

confronts his ideal (emotional response) he will react in the common
way--he'll be really spiritually dead.

\fuen Archie says

ur

don't

feel a thingn (p. 72) i t is only a rhetorical pose which insulates
him

agairrs~

with his

the contingency of a real lack of feeling--uniting him

~~!low

Englishmen.

The fear of discovery of his real nature prompts Archie's reiteratiorr of his elevated depravity.

He proceeds from an assessment of

the society and his brotherhood with it-J'I'm dead, just like the
~vhole

inert, shoddy lot out there.

feel a thing, ar:.l :;-,e::=_:.ne-:- :::o
among them.·

:.::~='-ll

It doesn't matter because I don't

(;-.

72), t.:> an elevated position

He is going to leave Phoebe for a twenty year old rich

girl--not because of any feelings but to shock the world.

He is now

sober enough to shove off reality with a picture of himself as a
sexual "seven day a week man" (p. 73) who sees women as ''Just a
Piece of bacon on the slab."

He begins this routine exactly as he
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does in the music hall: "You \vouldn 1 t think I was sexy to look at me,
would you?"

The technique is interrupted by the converging of so-

ciety and reality: Mick is dead and the income tax man arrives.
Archie's reaction to the income tax man is that "I've been expecting
him for twenty years."

-

blues" (p. 73).

He reacts to Mick's death "slowly singing the

Even though the reaction was natural to the ne-

gress, it is not to Archie--but it is spontaneous.

As the society

drags him into its monetary miasma, Archie confronts his real artificiality.

The weariness and near-inertia of his "bluesn contrasts

with the energy and exuberance of his conscious artifice.

This co-

mic reality does not celebrate life but accepts death.
The audience reaction to Archie's hurt is ambivalent.
effect requires that they laugh Hhen he cries.

The A-

And they do, to an

exteat; fer his reaction "can reveal only the depths of his tragic
•

r

•

•

•

•

artlrlClaLl~y.

them to be

Th e spontanelty
•
•
h owever, causes
or t h e reactlon,

1154

~oved

r

also.

The Brechtian episodic frame has allowed the

audience co be constantly aware of the ritualistic nature of Archie's
elevated depravity.

The

~"-D.otmcenent

o:E Mick.' s death finds Archie

too intoxicated to muster the energy for his role; and so, the reality shiaes tnrough.

Ee is

n·.)~

;:rc;ascendent--in this societ)·.

He is

a brother to the audience; they can sympathize with him.
The rest of the play presents Archie trying to recapture his
transcendent position but ultimately failing when he must face the
income tax man and mediocrity in Canada.

He regains his composure
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·

enoug

hat Billy's funeral to insult everyone's ineffectual emotionalism

. h his "vacuity."

w:~.t

Archie persuades Billy to go back to the music hall

oney to preserve Archie's freedom.
£or m

Billy forgets his "sense of

self-preservation" because he cares about Archie--but, he dies.

The

death thrusts Archie, with his mvn emotional emptiness, into the world
of responsibility of one human for another.

well for Billy at the music hall.

He cannot even sing a fare-

After Archie's other plan to overcome

society, marriage to the twenty year old, is thwarted he can only speak
of himself as a non-man: "old Archie isn't going to get his oats after

all" (p. 82).

At this point, the concepts of comic responsibility and

human compromise are articulated by Jean.

She is not going back to

Graham but remaining \vith Phoebe: "We've only got ourselves" (p. 85).
Archie then compromises with material life and responsibility as he
goes with Phoebe to Canada or alone to jail.

When Archie is given the

choice of Canada or prison by his brother he rejects Canada.
is a real ambiguity in this response.

But there

We do not really know if the an-

swer is part of his elevated wastrel image or is sincere.

When he

leaves the stage for Phoebe's waiting arms and the income tax man the ambiguity is not .:-esolved.

The cr1.tical consensus is "prison."

But the

resolution of this problem is really not crucial--it makes little differ-

geois world that he seeks to transcend.

With either choice he will be

embraced by the comic world \vhile maintaining the public image of decadence.
In the thirteenth number the comic impasse is central.

Archie's

routine presents his acceptance of the comic world of responsibility,
mediocrity, and inert spirit because he leaves the stage with Phoebe.
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Nevertheless, his routine presents his unforgiveness of the comic decision.

The routine reprises all the artifice of eccentricity--at an

even more frenzied pace than ever before.

The routine is the ultimate

in randy bad taste:
What about her, eh--Madam with the helmet on? I reckon she's
sagging a bit, if you ask me . . . . Nice couple of fried eggs,
anyway (p. 86).
"Say your jelly-roll is fine, but it don't compare with mine 11
(p. 87).
Archie is aware that the artifice and the transcendence must
cease because the man with the hook is the income tax man who will
place him with everyone else in "the fertilizer businessrr (p. 87).
He translates his disapproval through his art--he tells a joke in
which a man reaches heaven and is profane in expressing his one-word
disappointment.

Ironically Saint Peter is delighted since the pro-

fanity has relieved the tedium. "'I love you, my son.

Hith all my

soul, I shall love you always.

I have been waiting to hear that word

ever since I came here'" (p.88).

The irreverence is not mediocre; it

at least indicates energy and vitality.

Peter) reveres his disapproval.

Archie's final near-profane

The final lines effect the con3ec-

cion becween encercainer a~ci en~erc&ined.

The roles are infinitely

reversible; in the English society everyone must entertain to ease
the pain.
audience.

The only difference is the degree.

"You've been a good

• Let me know where you're working tomorrow night--and

I'll come and see YOU" (p. 89).
his plight is everyone's plight.

Since Archie is part of the world
Osborne uses the Brechtian A-effect
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. it our emotional assessment of the seedy, shoddy, old enter-

to e 1 lc

tainer.

For he is entering the PARADISE of the audience (material

possession) and they feel sorry for him (and themselves).

The fre-

netic music and lighting and the frenzied performance of Archie Rice
finally contrasts to the stage darkness and his weary acceptance of
the mundane raincoat and hat.

Archie's vitality as the decadent en-

tertainer seems ultimately better than his real inertia in the English society.
The comic contest in The World of Paul Slickey is essentially
the same as the one in The Entertainer--but with one important difference.

Paul Slickey/Jack Oakham believes he can separate his pub-

lie and private image; he thinks it is possible to combat the contemporary English society with his ideals and honor unscathed.
proves him incorrect.

The play

In all three of Osborne's previous plays there

has been a compromise before the hero faces the comic impasse of acceptance but unforgiveness of contemporary England.

Jimmy Porter

settles for his transcendent naturalism when he finds he cannot
a(:hieve elevatio!l :::tro'..:s:C

~=~;::;:r::"_ia::-:

iC:2a:!.is:::..

Archie Rice co:npro-

mises his schooling and ideals for the society by becoming the consumtnate Englishman--an enten::ainer \·Jho is spiritually dead.

His

transcendence is achieved by his exaggerated imitation of the society
he mocks.
Jack Oakham does not make this initial concession in his choice
of transcendent roles; consequently Osborne's focus in The World of
Paul Slickey is more upon the society and its relationship to the
hero as it was in Epitaph for George Dillon.

Osborne's picture of
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the English society presents the utter impossibility of Jack Oakham
being untouched by Paul Slickey.

Therefore, even though Jack throws

off his guise of Paul Slickey at the end of the play, the audience
knows Paul Slickey has penetrated within Jack Oakham.
There seems to be no ostensive comic contest between the hero
and the world in The World of Paul Slickey.

Paul Slickey appears to

be the consummate Englishman.

He seems to be the natural offspring

of the contemporary society.

There seems to be no separation between

the musical element of the play and its subject matter.

The play

looks like the typical musical comedy--but Brecht intrudes.

To rouse

the audience past the smile of detachment Osborne lulls them into an
expectation of the usual luke-warm musical comedy and then breaks the
conventions.

Scene 1 opens with "a cloth covered in large keyholes"

lvhich disappears after the six lady journalists and the six men journalists dance 'lvith newspapers--not each other.

A cloth ,,,hich repre-

sents "a sheet of newsprint" printed '\vith 11 rPaul Slickey 1 " is a backdrop for the first silhouetted appearance of Paul Slickey 1vho is
either eQbracing a girl or using a cigarette holder.

As Slickey goes

through the ne1vs na linotype operator clatters out his words and pic123)

news presents a

'~olorful

ized triviality" (p. 124).

~f

newsprint.

·The

milestone in the National Drive for organThe pictures present all levels of the

upper society (the common man is absent) with increasing irony:
Photograph projected on to screen showing three typical Guards
officers in civvies . . . a regal lady in tiara bowing graciously
from a Rolls Royce . . . a bad-tempered-looking Bishop in gaiters, pushing aside a small boy . . . • three pigs at a party
(p. 124).
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The orchestral chords and the general levity counterpoint the subject
matter.

Immediately after the projection screen fades out, Jo,

Slickey's secretary, reads from more of his news copy.

This article

expresses the incongruity that the staging already pointed out:
"As I walked away from the pageantry, the happy crowds, the faces
of those loyal subjects, . . . I saw shining on my cheeks, a
small column of tears.
. There are times when it is good to
be an Englishmann (pp. 124-5).
The entire play works in this manner.

As Osborne presents vi-

gnettes of the English society in 1959, the vacuity at the core shines
through the glossy appearance.

The audience is never allowed to dully

sit back and feel how good it is to be an Englishman.
constantly alert as Osborne exposes their pretenses.

They must be
The smooth and

lulling musical comedy elements consequently become almost cacophonous (or what Hayman terms "irritating chaos 1155 ).
various

ele~ents

Osborne uses the

to punctuate the disparity between the appearance

and the reality--(of the initial use of the dance and orchestra).
The chief musical comedy device in the play is the song.
in the play are often criticized because

sical delivery.

rr
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'~the

lyrics are too e:zplic-

Thus, Osborne is cll2rgec '.·:ith the

w::-ite singable and sca.cnable lyri::.s. ::Jr

The songs

ina~il:i.ty

to

t:ovrever, because the songs do

not fit in the musical-comedy mold they effect the intellectual and
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emotional confrontations Osborne requires.
The Horld of Paul Slickey presents the English society through
two settings: the newspaper, The Daily Racket, and the home of the
Mortlake family, Jack Oakham's (alias Paul Slickey) in-laws.
two settings are united only by Slickey-Oakham.

These

The chief story line

at Mortlake Hall is the impending death of the head of the household.
Everyone is concerned, not for the usual reasons, but because of the
problem of death duties:
Old man Mortlake gave away his entire estate five years ago to
the family to avoid death duties. ~vell almost five years--five
years all but about forty-eight hours. If he doesn't last out
the 1veekend the Income Tax Man will move in and whip the lot like
a fully recovered German (p. 130).
As in The Entertainer the material imperative is all important in the
society.

Slickey-Oakham unites the Mortlake plot to the press be-

cause he is expected to play traitor through his infiltration of the
fasily (who doesn't know his real occupation) and get the inside dope
of the exact time of death for his publisher.
along this basic plot line.

The episodes are strung

The tenor of the entire plot is, of

course, a whirlwind, almost absurd, co~fusicn with time rushing past.
Sinc8 time usually stands still t1hen waiting for an important event
(the death of Mcrtlake1 Csborne'~ ?re22~~a:~on

oL

time's hurly-buriy

accomplishes an a~rlience awareness 0f the vacuity of the society.
The episodes include five love affairs: Oakham and his secretary, Jo,
Oakham and his sister-in-lalv, Oakham's wife and her sister's husband,
Lord Mortlake and a former liason, Mrs.

Giltledge-~yte (the reunion

of the two hastens Lord Mortlake's demise), and Mrs. Giltedge-Hhyte's
daughter Gillian and a rock-n-roll star, Terry Maroon.

There is also
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an impossible sex reversal.
The society is seen through Osborne's typical concern--its effects upon the people.

Alan Carter criticizes that although the play

"is about people, they lack vitality and compassion 11 ; 5 8 but this is
Osborne's exact point.

The spiritual emptiness runs the gamut from

the common man to Paul Slickey.

They are all only husks:

The Common Man:
He' 11 be ahvays on the band~·1agon, never in
the cart.
British common sense will always prevail!
He are the majority, we are the ones who
matter!
I believe in Britain! Life is quite morbid
enough as it is! He are solid and so are you
(pp. 128-9).
The Navy on Ship Duty:
\·ihat a:ce you thinking, sir? Thinking, Ha~vks1vorth, thinking.
was just wondering if Celia had remembered to pay the boy's
school fees in advance (p. 129).

I

Hichael Oa~ham' s brother-in-lmv having an affair ~vith his ~vife Lesley,
and a "quintessential parliamentarian":
l:ne r.=as o::-, t:ha: <;ve 've alr,..-ays cowe through
flourishing
Is that E:-t;lL':'' -:::o:::.-::·.J:1 sc::.:;,;c :'.s s:) as c.::mishingl.y
:::: l~:::.. 2 ,-.. =-=-.;

Other nations l2ss en~o~ad
Go along with all the crowd
Using logic and statistics
Hhen all they need is parliamentary linguistics
(p. 142).
It's a consideration we'd do well to bear in mind
It is not unsensible to sound stupid to be kind
58

Carter, John Osborne, p. 114.
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To politicians words mean different things
You have to cheat on the roundabouts and
swindle on the swings
(p. 143).
Lesley, Oakham's wife, who becomes a man at the end:
I think that's why I admire you, Michael. Even if your judgments
aren't usually correct, you're so clear-sighted and level-headed.
Marriage is quite disgusting. For one thing it makes intimacy
quite impossible. To say nothing of passion (pp. 166-7).
Lady Mortlake:
She is in the long tradition of magnificently gracious ninnies so
familiar to English playgders.
I wonder if that's where I first got it [carrying flm..rers] from!
I 1 ve never been very fond of flmvers as you know.
I think one

learns so much from the theatre, don't you? One can watch people
as they really are and behave. All doing those tiny little things
that seem to be so inconsequential at first glance but which are
really quite fundamental and full of significance (pp. 137-8).
MUffi_rny 's been so terribly brave. .
I remember hmv she was when
they gave away India. But she's been even more wonderful this
tic>e (p. 134).
TreHin, "2n embittered man," the butler:
Tre;,;in has the highest possible respect and admiration for private
enterprise. Hhy, he uas a Trade Union Official for years. Until
he \;:-as sent to Coventry by his \·;orkmates (p. 139).
upholcis th.;
genteel Edwardian

~v-alues

(One oi: her songs "Bring Back the Axe" is

ci;::li-;ere.:i as a pe::-:'c.mauc2 wicn many b:::-eaks to different parts o:E the
stage and obvious gestures: "She flops her head holds her ams at
shoulder level.

11

The entrance into the song as well as the resump-

tion of the plot is quite choppy.

Besides, the song is only oblique-

ly related to the plot.):
As for these people ~..rith their envy and class hatred,
hanging is too good for them. How drab and uniform
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they \vish to make life nowadays! And now they are
trying to do the same thing with death. .
Bring back the axe
Listen to the facts
Hanging's so sordid and mean
The axe is so bright and so clean
Executions become so much duller
Oh, why don't they bring back some color.
The Welfare State is so drab
So give me his head on a slab
Oh, why don't they bring back the axe
(pp. 147-8).
Paul Slickey is the quintessence of this world.

Therefore, like

Archie Rice, he must affect spiritual emptiness in order to elevate
himself.

The world's ambitions, petty concerns, and vices would only

demean him.
I'm twenty-eight years old,
And practically everybody, anybody, anything • . •
You can think of leaves me
Quite completely
Newspaper neatly

........

Quite, quite cold (p. 131).
Paul must a:'fect this pose because he is a journalist

11

tvho investi-

gates vice, denounces prominent homosexuals and Labour M.P.'s who try
to be socialists, disturbs [the co~~on man] about the divorce rate
and the decline of . . . Christian heritage" (pp. 128-9).

However,

these duties merely gloss o•·er the ::-eal emptiness in the society;
thus, the press aids and abets the society's emptiness.

In order to

do this the press must be more vacuous than the society it "serves."
There is an intricate intertwining relationship between the world and
the press;
And you [the world] will say to the ultimate journalist, as he
leans unsteadily against the bar of deceit, as he asks the questions that prevent real questions being asked, you will look up
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into his face and say: (Kneels downstage center.)
Because of you, I am,
Before, I never was, but now I exist,
You drink, therefore I am (p. 155).
As Paul Slickey presents his public image, complete with a girl
at his side and shabby raincoat, he always delivers the image as performance, as a role.
dance routines.

Osborne accomplishes this through songs and

Even in the first act Paul Slickey's image is pre-

sented by Paul himself as a fayade.

The role hides his real self.

Jack Oakham, alias Paul Slickey, believes he actually transcends the
society because he is a man of ideals.

As the idealist he lambastes

the competitive nature of the society and its emphasis upon the material.

He

~vants

to be a dramatist whose real worth will be discovered.

Unlike Archie he does not maintain transcendence by ordering reality
according to his "elevated" spiritual inertia.
his

idea~ism

Even as he articulates

Jack Oakham's essential emptiness is alluded to.

He is

having an affair with his wife's sister and is afraid to explain his
position to Lesley because "She'd cut my allo'>vance if it came out'•
(p. 126).

Oakhar::.

~vishes

to be the idealist and actually believes he

i2 spiritually vital; but he does not possess the vitality that can

even attempt to
heroes.

~

his iC.eal

ir:~o

exis"':er:ce like the ot:her Osborne

Even though S l ickey-Oa::Zha.u is in the throes of the typical

Osborne comic dialectic, his tvorld does not allotv him enough energy
to make the grand beautiful gesture. Instead of glamorizing Slickey
59
(as Hayman states)
Osborne uncharacteristically seems to be presenting a hero who is incapable of capturing the audience's attention

59

Hayman, John Osborne, p. 49.
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because he is

11

not dominant or human enough.rr 60

Yet, in the context

of the play's world Oakham is, at least, the only character who attemptsto rectify his real spiritual inertia by confronting it.

He

may not have the energy to will his private ideal; but he does effect
a decline of his public transcendent image of spiritual coldness once

he recognizes the tainting of his real spirit.

And as he immerses

himself in the common world he is not complacent.

He captures the

audience's attention as he focuses upon the fact that everything is
not alright in England.

Through his dilemma they must confront the

contradictions in English life.
Jack begins to recognize his real emptiness in scene 2 (although the audience has already been mvare of the disparity between
his vision of himself as Jack Oakham, playwright, and Jack Oakham,
philandering husband).

His rendezvous •v-ith Deirdre in the Marsden

R:JoJJ.'s :::;.:::: displays his inability to really feel or communicate.
is descri:,ed as constantly
socnethin,2: to

saz" (p. 133).

11

He

out of his depth" or trying "to think of
His song iterates his concern with the

carnal arcd not the spiritual lvhile placing the blame upon the society:
1

They ll ta;ze che "I" and the

11must" from our
personal
Lust ~or a voice at e 2icr:Jph:Jne.
Let ?253~~2 ~: out cf fashion!
Let the groin give a last great groan.
Let the lamb lie do1vn with the lion
This fulfills our grand design.
We'll be in the desert,
We'll be in the desert,
We'll be in the desert and alone (pp. 135-6).

60
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Many of the gestures of his transcendent public role are repeated in
his presentation of his private reality to imply the essential similarity between them.
When Jack returns to the ne~vsroom his spiritual emptiness as
Paul Slickey is juxtaposed to only a questioning of his ideals.

He

no longer asserts his idealism.
Somewhere in all this chaos there must
be some values I want to preserve.
There must be a place for me somewhere
in all this!
Why do people use their bodies as points
of escape and not as objects of love
[which the preceding scene presents him
doing]?
Arn I as trivial as this?
Could I be great (pp. 157-8)?
The scene ends, in song, with more questioning of his real essence.
The song reverses his concept of appearance and reality.

He now rec-

ognizes that his idealism or spiritual greatness is "deception 11 and
11

\vhispered imperception" and "lies we long to mutter."

The reality

Jack requests that the lies be told to hi~ later, not no~.

He also

s~eps cu~side o£ t!!e ~..zcy. hol.e clot~!, ~ihich ':cor:tes in behind hio".

This action and song prepares the audience for Jack's final rejection
of the world of Paul Slickey (p. 159).
Jack's rejection of the world follows his realization of the
dilemma created by its emptiness.

He realizes the gutter or spiritual

inertia that he lives in; but ~vhen he seeks to rectify it, he can only
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opt f o r more of the same.
There must be something I can do,
Something to believe,
Something better, something matters,
But the only alternative he sees is in
This island of phlegm,
It's our staple apology,
Our apophthegm
It's them! Them!
[Chorus and Jack, accuse the audience] (p. 173).
After an abortive sex-change procedure, Lesley becomes a man and
Deirde prefers her to Jack because of her competitive spirit and
success.

Jack dresses up as a woman, but does not become one.

His

womanliness is part of his disillusionment and recognition of the
loss of his ideals: '~ack has always suffered from excessive aspiration.

There is a constant stain of endeavor underneath his emotional

armpits.

It thrmvs off quite an unpleasant smell of sour ideals.

Jac~: no :.:::1ger has any purpose at Nortlake Hall.

n

When he returns to

the press, he continues the almost tragic question of where he can go
and \•7hat :--,e can do.

But he finds almost all other professions all

variations of the press' function--to persevere in the face of emptiness:

M.P., Peer, magistrate, soldier, scientist.

mersed in the ordinary c~~ic ~~=~~-

He is finally im-

With his rejection uf che ethic

of r:1aterial success, the question '"vho did you say you were?" can no
longer be answered, "Paul Slickey".

He leaves the stage "disgusted"

(p. 216) as another man becomes Paul Slickey.

Paul-Jack is ultimately

not transcendent in any way; he is part of the common man whom the
press manipulates and hates.

The ''batredrr for the common man ends the

Play in the guise of a song exalting the press.

Osborne's final scene
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reve r .ses the usual musical comedy love theme while presenting a last
uns et tling look at the world of Paul Slickey.

The exaltation of the

pre ss counterpoints the dejection of Jack, in his "elevation" to common man.

Of course, this elevation is a comic impasse for Jack; for

his self image was the idealist in the 'tvorld without ideals.
fronts his normalcy; he emotionally rejects its value.

He con-

CHAPTER IV

BRECHTIAN EPIC THEATRE AND THE CONFRONTATION OF THE
PERSONAL AND HISTORICAL IRONIES--LUTHER,
A PATRIOT FOR ME AND A PLACE
CALLING ITSELF ROME
The settings of Luther and A Patriot for Me are not contemporary England.

Although both plays use music, the primary Brechtian

influence is in setting the plays in another time, another place.
Brecht's use of historical (versus contemporary) incidents mirrors
his belief that man is essentially comic.

Because neither man's es-

sence nor the environment is a fixed quantity, historical incidents
are unique, transitory, "created and maintained by men (and will in
ciue cou!"==2 be altered by them). 11 1

The sense of evitability in his-

tory oovia:es the empathy that Brecht so sedulously avoids.

History

plays are not only about the past; since they focus attention upon
the social movements in the past, they also tend to focus the same
attention upon the social c=~~i~i~LS of tte a~dience.
alterable, so is the present.
present.
.
t 1r.1e.

If the paat is

If the past has a future, so does the

All history plays are really about the playw-right's ::J~m

2

But Brecht's use of the historical incidents never overshadows
1

Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, p. 190.

2

Eric Bentley, '~ntroduction: The Science Fiction of Bertolt
Brecht,'' ed. of Brecht's Galileo, English Version by Charles Laughton
(New York: Grove Press, 1966), p. 14.
120

I

•
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his concern with the individual.

Part of his historical stage pre-

sentation distinguishes the individual man from his historical image.
Brecht's characters from history are never allowed to be simply
"Everyman 11 ; rrthe living, unmistakeable [sic] man, who is not quite
identical with those identified with him" is constantly emphasized
through the use of irony.

Brecht brings out the individual by caus-

ing the contradictions between historical image ("which retain something of the rough sketching '"hich indicated traces of other movements
and features all around the fully-worked-out figurerr) and the living
man to confront one another.

3

The audience must react to such con-

frontation 1;.;ith a "free and highly mobile" intellect--similar to the
reaction required in The World of Paul Slickey.
Brecht's influence on the English stage had increased by 1961
Hhen Osc:Jrne 's Luther

"~;vas

first performed.

Besides more openings of

Brecht'2 cramas in London, more English playwrights seemed to be emulating the German playwright \vi th varying degrees of commercial sue[.,_

cess.·

One of the most successful of the Brecht-inspired history

plays was Robert Bolt's A Man for All Seasons in 1960.
cit~y

Bolt expli-

acknowledged his debe to 3recht in the introduction to the pub-

lished edition:

11

'the style I

E·.'enc::I.~ally

t:sed t;as a basta::-diz:ed ver-

sion of the one r:;ost recently associated with Bertolt Brecht. •rr5

The

public acceptance of the historical subject is probably an important
3

4
5

Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, p. 191.
Esslin,

11

Brecht and the English Theatre, 11 Reflections, pp. 73-84.

.
Quoted 1n Hayman, John Osborne, p.66.
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factor in Oaborne's selection of Martin Luther as the subject of a
play--especially after the poor reception of Paul Slickey.

But Os-

borne does not only select a historical subject; he also is Brechtian
in his treatment of Luther, and later, in 1965, Alfred Redl.
6
Osborne's Luther emphasizes the incongruity between the personal self-image of Luther and the historical image.

Luther is a

man who seeks transcendence during a time when the uncertain world
does not attend to the individual or the spiritual.

In order to ele-

vate himself in this world, he envisions the world's contradictions
as his enemy.

Yet he is not really contesting the world but himself

in the world.

His egocentricity is misinterpreted in the world, and

he becomes the historical figure 1..rho

fights for the common man.

common nan embraces the image of Martin Luther, not the man.

The

The com-

mon man distorts the man's personal crisis and uses it for his own
revolt.

I!Je society triumphs over the common man and Martin Luther.

Osborne's historical play elucidates the reasons behind the failure
of the German Reformation to effect complete societal reordering.
The play ends with Luther's identity equivalent not to his transcendent self-inage

o~~

to 2is

~isccrical

image as the man of society who

occasions the Reformation: the reality of the
tne appearance.

~~~

is synthesized in

The play follows Brecht's concept of the dialectical

material; Osborne presents Luther's appearance or historical images
as concealing his essence.

The play also presents the view that all

6
John Osborne, Luther, A Signet Book (New York: New American
Library, Inc., 1961), Subsequent references will be from this edition
and will appear in the text.
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men are social beings who cannot avoid contact with others.

Man can-

not overcome society but he can make that society less inimicable.
Like Jimmy Porter, Archie Rice, and all other Osborne heroes~Luther's
transcendent stance is doomed because he is human, and humanity implies interraction and limitations.
Despite the fact that Luther is criticized as a too flagrant
imitation of Brecht's Galileo,

7

there are important differences which

indicate Osborne's conception of the needs of the English audience.
The times during which both men, Luther and Galilee, lived are a
century apart but are both imprinted with the ''harmonyrr of the Roman
Catholic Church.
is different.

Nevertheless, the "rebellionrr or historical image

Galilee's discovery is outside his power to alter.

He

can repudiate his observation, but he cannot abolish what was observed.
In both versions of the play,

8

Galilee squanders his intellectual gift

because ~e is a weak creature of the world who requires food, clothin&
3~echt presents the dialectical material in Galilee because

money.

"the pleasure of drinking and \·lashing [is

J one

with the pleasure

which he takes in the new ideas . . . . he thinks ou~ of sel£-indul11

gence. 9

The audience seeing B!'echt's Galilee thus questions 1:vhat

type of society '>JO•.Jld pe-:::it sech ty--:-E!:::.::<y over the intellect av_d sue~
abuse of a scientific discovery.
7

In both versions of the play,

Tynan, Tynan Right and Left, p. 78.

8

Bentley, rrintroduction," pp. 9-42. Bentley discusses the
changes in the endings at length.
9
Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, pp. 198-9.
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Galilee the man is de-canonized; he is presented as a coward and, in
the second version, a traitor.

So any sympathy for the hero should be

overcome by the intellectual response.
lent response.
duct of himself.

Luther elicits a more ambiva-

First, Luther's discovery is not verifiable but a proSecondly, he does not retract.

So, when he finally

accepts his historical image the audience can emotionally reject his
immersion into the common world.

Because his rebellion was effected

by his heightened vitality and energy, the audience admires him and
pities his descent into a world

~vhich

is not unlike their own.

The

English audience is alienated from their stock response (indifference
or even antipathy) to the German theologian.

They must also intellec-

tually assess a society which bears marked resemblance to contemporary
England.
Osbo::-ne indicates the essentially alienating dichotomy between
Lutter, ':t_e :nan, and Luther, the epitome of the Reformation, by the
setting.

I::1 the three episodes of Act One the setting is an "intense

private interior

with its outer darkness and rich, personal ob-

jects; '' but in the remaining nine scenes of Acts T'vo and Three ''the
physical effectr: is :more: intricate, g.:neral, less personal; s'veeping,
concerned with men in ti:ne !."a::he:- than particular nan in the unconscious, caricature net ?Ortraiture, like the popular woodcuts of the
period, like DURER" (p. 56).

Consequently, Osborne obeys Brecht's

dictum that the historical play

al~vays

present the distinguishing marks

of the past to "keep their impermanence always before our eyes, so that
our own period can be seen to be impermanent too. 1110
10

Ibid., p. 190.

However, Osborne
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achieves this air of impermanence by focusing on the images the past
presents of Luther.

Since these images are juxtaposed to the personal

reality in Act One Osborne presents the contradictory and uncertain
nature of life in that past.
In Act One the constant emphasis is Martin Luther's concept of
the Horld.
of it.

The focus is not upon the world itself but Martin's vision

The setting counterpoints the personal vision of this world

obsession--Martin is ensconced in the Eremite cloister.

To Martin the

world of the sixteenth century is precarious, and dark--both physically
and spiritually.

Osborne juxtaposes Luther's dark vision of life with

that of his father, Hans.

Luther's life experiences have been limited,

but Hans is completely immersed in the society.
to the plague; he must struggle.

He has lost two sons

Still, he somehoH endures and main-

tains his identity and a semblance of dignity.

He laughs at those \vho

quake :.::: fear of an imminent Apocalypse. "I could drink this convent
piss £ro2 here till Gabriel's horn--and from all accounts, that'll
blow about next Thursday--so ,.,hat's the difference" (p. 47)?

He bows

to the hostilities of life and temper2 this concession with mater:!.al
?ossession.

His life ethic is survival with as much comfort and dig-

nity as possible: 'fhe isl a stcck"';' wan, • . . lo,.;er-middle class, on
his vay to becoiT!e a

s~all,

primit:ive capitalist; bewildered, full of

pride and resentment" (p. 12).

His negative reaction to Martin's be-

coming a monk is based upon his concept of life as a lusty, spirited
struggle.
Your old man's strong enough . . . • because we've got to be, • • •
Because if~ aren't strong, it won't take any time at all before
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we're knocked flat on our backs, or flat on our knees, or flat on
something or other. Flat on our backs and finished, and we can't
afford to be finished because if we're finished, that's it, that's
the end, so we just have to stand up to it as best we can. But
that's life, isn't it (p. 41)?
To Hans, Martin has run away from the struggle, "abusing his youth 11
(the young are best able to fight)

11

Hith fear and humiliationrr (p. 51).

Hans is also concerned because Martin, his only surviving son, is a
scholar and could be ''a man of stature 11 (p. 16) in control of his life.
Throughout Act One Hans thus sees Martin as a woman.
"bride'r (p. 43) who rrlooks like a woman" (p. 44).

He calls him a

In the world of

1500 manhood is achieved in the struggle with life; those who abstain
cannot be men.

Hans even believes that Martin entered the cloister

because he feared the ~.;orld: "that day ~.;hen you were coming home from
Erfurt, and the thunderstorm broke, and you 1vere so piss-scared, you
lay on the ground and cried out to St. Anne because you saw a bit of
ligh:ni:15 2:1d thought you'd seen a visionn (p. 53).

Martin is afraid

of even the most natural phenomena.
Hans Luther's assessment of his son is presented after Luther's
tra:1scendent stance is delineated.

Hans' survival ethic counterpoints

Martin's intensified vision of his world.
Martin Luther's transce.nd.e:::.t s ta.."l~e is achie\~ed in the cloister
by exaggerating the abstinence from life that his father abhors.

Martin

elevates himself over society by placing himself outside of it in the
cloister; he is too spiritually a'ivare to obey the authority of the
world personified by his father.

In the cloister he transcends the

authority of the Order and ultimately God.

Martin views all authority

in the same light: "Churches, Kings, and fathers--why do they ask so
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much, and why do they all of them get so much more than they deserve? 11
(p. 50). Luther's elevation over the Order is achieved not by severing
the yoke of obedience but by making it tighter.

In the First Act when-

ever Martin is in the fellowship of the monks he transcends through a
deeper spirituality.

The other monks have vestiges of the outside

world; Martin does not.

When the monks publically confess their sins,

Martin is elevated by his greater sins.

The gesture of the scene em-

phasizes the elevation: "they all prostrate themselves.

MARTIN

.;... . . prostrates himself downstage behind the rest" (p. 19).

Even in

a communal confession Martin cannot immerse himself in the community.
The sins of the other monks are trivial and usually deal with some
transgression of the order 1 s ritual: wantonness, tardiness, clumsiness,
laziness.
Martin 1 s sins stress his singularity: "I an1 alone.
and agair:st myself 11 (p. 20).
scious.

I arn. alone,

Host of his sins are not real but uncon-

By recounting his dreams and visions as sins he not only pre-

sents himself as sinless in the eyes of the community (since sin must
be willed) but at the same time presents his rejection of the community
of men and his

O\m

humanityp

of the outside world.
fro:::~

His confessed dreams illustrate his fear

Unlike the other monks \-!ho must \vean ':h2.::1seh·ss

the delights of the flesh, ::rartin sees the outside world as a

place

~vhere

he "t-7ill lose his identity because he will be prey to the

common human vices.
I am a worm and no man, a byword and a laughing stock . • • • I was
fighting a bear in a garden without flowers, leading into a desert.
His claws kept making my arms bleed as I tried to open a gate which
would take me out. But the gate was no gate at all. It was simply
an open frame, and I could have ~valked through it, but I was covered
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in my 01:vn blood, and I sa1:v a naked \voman riding on a goat, and the
goat began to drink my blood, and I thought I should faint with
the pain . . . . I was among a group of people, men and women, fully
clothed, We lay on top of each other in neat rows about seven or
eight across . • . . Suddenly, I panicked--although I was on top of
the pile--and I cried; 1:vhat about those underneath? • . . ~ve all
got up in an orderly way, •vithout haste, and when we looked, those
at the bottom were not simply flattened by the weight, they were
just their clothes • . . . if I were all bone, I could brandish myself without terror, without any terror at all--I could be indestructible (pp. 19-21).
Luther's vie1:v of life conforms to his father's, to an extent.

But he

does not feel it is possible to retain any dignity in this world.
fear confirms his father's appraisal of his vocation.

His

Martin not only

fears the loss of his spiritual identity that \vill render him only a
shell, an exterior, a non-man.

He also questions his ability to

struggle physically in the world--against the bear, an Osborne image of
the macho-man, against the lure of sexuality of a naked girl, against
death itself.
threats.

Even the cloister does not shelter him from these world

The monks bring the world inside the cloister.

In order to maintain his identity in the cloister Martin constantly and zealously proves himself elevated over the

1:vorldly

11

11

Or-

der; 0fartin's communal confession also projects his transcendent posture of the ascetic mCJrtyr.

While he confesses his dre22s :,,hie[! reaily

indicate his cowardly fear of the world, he effects elevation by assigning the CE.!u3-:= t:: '::he :.e'.'"i2..
bath."

~::.s

pe::-sp:f.rat:ion becomes rrthe devil' .s

His confession of his sin against humility is not humble as he

assigns himself "lo1:ver and lower and of less account than all other
men" because he is "sometimes discontented with the meanest and worst
of everything'r (p. 22).

himself.

Even as he

~erbally

flails himself he elevates

As he claims submission to the order, he questions his latrine

.

I

I'l '

.,

'IIII.Iii:1

~l:l~t
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duties and turns the questioning into an elevation.

When he is told

to fast--because of the mutterings in his heart--he fasts beyond the
time he is told.

He must alw·ays exceed the proscription so that it is

not a limitation of his freedom.
Later, in Act Two, \vhen Luther meets with the Vicar General
Johann Von Staupitz, his mortifications are termed ironically, his
"meat and drinkrr.

Staupitz articulates his view of Martin

~vith

''a

successful astringent mixture of sympathy and ridicule" (p. 61).

He

sees the young monk's desire to elevate himself because of his fear of
the

~vorld:

You're obsessed with the Rule because it serves very nicely as a
protection for you . . . . Protection against the demands of your
instincts . . . by your exaggerated attention to the Rule, you
make the authority ridiculous. And the reason you do that is because you're determined to substitute that authority with something else--yourself.
Osborne's use of Martin's mortifications as indicative of his selfirr,age, his "meat and drink", has obvious parallels with Galileo in
which Galileo's eating and thinking are both signs of his self-indulgence (pp. 62-3).
After the confession ends,
of his fellmv NOWtZS."

~~~-q_TJ?!

is l

:JS::

t::. sig'St in <:he ranks

But this iu-:1ersion in the community does not

ing . . . . MARTIN appears, and staggers bet-.;veen the stalls . • . he is
seized in a raging fit."

As Martin is carried out he delineates what

the confessions have indicated; Martin cannot exist in a community because he is not in control (the fit).

...

Not!

Me!

I am not!rr

He "roar[s] out a word at a time.

After these words the attack climaxes with
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the presence of blood, saliva, and vomit.
dreams of fear become real.

The worldly images in his

To indicate the incongruity bet~veen this

conduct and the yoke of obedience--'~he Office continues as if nothing
has taken place" (pp. 22-3).
In Scene 2, Martin is about to perform his first Mass.

Osborne

does not present this spectacle since it would serve to immerse Martin
in his community.

Instead, the scene is an intensely personal presen-

tation of Martin's self-image.

The initial setting is a non-realistic

mirror of the concerns in his dreams:

A knife, like a butcher's, hanging aloft, the size of a garden
fence. The cutting edge of the blade points upwards. Across it
hangs the torso of a naked man, his head hanging down. Below it,
an enormous round cone, like the inside of a vast barrel, surrounded by darkness . • . blending light inside.
Martin enters the stage against the light, "haggard and streaming ~vith
S11eat," and articulates the fears the set suggests.

He begins by ex-

plai:1i:1g that he "lost the body of a child . . . Has afraid, and .
went back to find it.
end to it'' (p. 24)!

But [he is] still afraid,

. and there's an

To Martin, a child is the only one who can submit

to authority and be truly and happily iwnersed in the world.

In the

explai.:1s :.;hat happened to him when
the child's body \vas lost.

0:1 n day \·Then his :::other was

discovered that the pair: no lo;::,ser ''see-.o.ed v'.li:side of me
as if it belonged to the rest of the

b~ating hix. he

~n

sc:;-,e -,,ay,

~70rld, and not only me." Instead,

Martin says his pain ''belonged to me and no one else" (p. 53).

Martin

states that this incident, which drew his blood, marks the initial fissure between him and his mother.

Somehow Martin expected the cloister

to replace her, and his father--who always disappointed him.

In going
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to the cloister Martin was seeking the lost body of the child.

But his

ego will not allow him to bow to the authority of the Order.
Martin also cannot find his manhood because it implies the struggle with the world's physical traps.

The overall image of the setting

is of castration with the head only capturing the light.
the body is part of the world's darkness.

The rest of

"The lost body of a child,

hanging on a mother's tit, and close to the warm big body of a man,
and I can't find it."

Martin continues his litany of fears: "I'm afraid

of the darkness, and the hole in it" (p. 24).

In his later meeting with

Staupitz Luther characterizes the world as "the last age of time" with
nothing "more left but the black bottom of the bucket" (p. 65).
that he sees the darkness and the hole "sometime of every

day~

He says
.

and there's no bottom to it, no bottom to my breath, and I can't reach
1.L t"

1 )
( p. 2 -j.

The figure in the setting is an image of his search.

•

The

castratec =igure is seeking the only light in the darkness of the world.
This light shines upon Martin's face and causes his blindness to what is
at the bottom.

Later in the play, with Staupitz, the darkness is des-

cribed as Lhe place where God judges men.
him to God's

jud~~t.

T~~

Ohly

iC?or=a~c

Luther's own intellect blinds
judgment is his own.

Luther unites his vision of the 1vcrld and his inability to see i f
a~ything

is at the bottom of the da=kness with his experiences in his

"little monk's house," the jakes.

He explains his inability to reach

the darkness at the bottom because "there's a bare fist clenched to my
bowels and they can't move
congruity of this reasoning.

. . (p. 24).

The setting presents the in-

Primarily, the setting indicates an op-

posite physical position focusing upon the head as the seeker after the
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light 1;-1hich shines on itself.

Consequently, Luther's reasoning cstab-

lishes the relationship between his physical mortifications and his
spiritual strivings.

For Staupitz and Hans sensibly and realistically

tell him that his physical bowel problems are connected to his fears
of the world which include his rejection of all worldly authority:
"There's always something the matter with you • . • • If it's not the
gripes, insomnia, or faith and works, it's boils or indigestion . • . 11
(p. 66).

Notice the juxtapositions.

Luther uses his physical problems

as indications that he is not immersed in the darkness of the world.
His strength and his weakness are one.

The problems also reinforce his

martyr image because the devil again seems to be singling him out to
torture.

The "scatological imagery is almost all lifted from Luther's

sermons or his Table Talk.rrll

Many of these quotes are quoted in Young

Man Luther by Erik H. Erickson \vhich Has published in England in 1959.
Erikson's a?proach to Luther is psychoanalytica1. 12

The publication of

such a book ~ould certainly have caught ~sborne's attention; but Osborne
does not rely on the book solely.
the psyche in Act Two.
Luther speeches.

T~e3e

His play moves out of the arena of

Also, Osbor:1e does not fail in his use of the
S?e=c~ss

fu~c~ion

as more than the mere spicing

up of the dialogue that Robert Brustein suggests.
j akes mirrors Luther's fears of the

~;orld

13

The imagery of the

and his be lief in his o-wn

11 Robert Brustein, Seasons of Discontent: Dramatic Opinions 19591965 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1965), p. 196.
12

Some of the parallel speeches in the play and the Erikson book
are listed in Hayman, pp. 66-7.
13

Brustein, Seasons of Discontent, p. 196.
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elevation above it.
The preparation for the Hass follmvs this scene with the realistic trappings of the Order including a

r~mall

house on the upstage left

of the stage: a bagpipe of the period, fat, soft, foolish and obscene
looking" (p. 25).

Obviously, Martin is never shown with any of the

vestments or candles or even entering the house where the Mass is to
be said.

Instead, Osborne presents Luther's solution to his inability

to reach the light in the darkness of the Horld; he makes himself that
light.

In his discussion

~vith

one of the monks, Brother Weinand,

Luther presents an image of God that is curiously close to his image
of the Horld.

God does not afford the shelter he seeks in the Order.

He cannot be a man even in his relationship to the supreme authority:
All I can feel, all I can feel is C~d's hatred • . • . He's like a
glutton, the way he gorges me, he's a glutton. He gorges me, and
then spits me out in lumps (p. 30).
Th-:: :mage of God is curiously close to Jirru.11y Porter's picture of Alison
in Look Back in Anger.

God has

earthl~

almost

naturalisti~

qualities;

Luther remains the tragic martyr who now is his own authority since
even God will not render him a co::nplete man.

Brother Heinand angrily

explains to Hartin that his belief that he 1 s the "only man living who's

God is angry, but

~e.ca~se

Luther is angry.

You're a fool. You're really a fool. God isn't angry Hith you.
It's you who are angry 'ivith Him (p. 33).
Luther does not heed his words and reiterates his elevation: "Am I the
only one to see all this, and suffer?n (p. 33).

Osborne punctuates the

incongruity of Luther's concerns by the constant preparation for the
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first Mass in the background.
preparation to meet Christ.

Luther's concern with self replaces his
He not only ignores the background prepa-

ration but also Brother Heinand's tutoring.
communicate with him or anyone else.

Luther simply does not

(In the next scene it is reported

that he forgets part of the ritual of the Mass).
The scene ends with Luther reentering after he joins the procession for the Mass.

a naked child.

The light in the cone intensifies as he carries in

He speaks only one line, directly to the audience: "And

so, the praising ended--and the blasphemy began 11 (p. 34).

He then re-

turns into the cone, as the Mass ends and the light fades.

Luther

finds the body of a child not by praising the ultimate authority but by
blasphemy.

He becomes his o1m authority, his own God.

Paradoxically,

this elevation does not bring him the big warm body of a man--because a
man must react in a society.

The child is a new life, untainted by the

r_.;orld .s:::C: :lith no responsibility to it.
the Ch!:'i.st-child--a God made hu::1.an.
the

chil~

This child has affinities to

Hith Luther as his own authority,

will never have to face the bottom of the bucket where God

judges men.
\~en

It will exist in the light of Luther's mind.
Martin goes

t~ 2~s

~e=~;~~cn

a=ter the Mass the Order and

the 1vorld (his father Hans) are represented.

The criticism of Hans

forces :t·1artin to s c·cil:<.e our: at al:!.. a.uthority and
stance.

e~:plain

his elevated

Hans tells Martin that he Hould "like to pretend that you made

yourself, that it was you tvho made you. If

Martin replies as a God: "I

am--that's all I need to give yourt (p. 50).

The scene ends with Hans

questioning Martin's elevation and giving his son up for dead.

All

135
Martin can do is wonder

~vhether

it is he that is not vital and elevated

instead of the world. "But--but what if it isn't true 1r (p. 55)7
Act II begins eleven years later.
siastical huckster" (p. 57), John Tetzel,
staging now reflects the historical.

The scene presents the "eccle~vho

sells indulgences.

The

However, Luther's pulpit is also

present--uniting him, in his public role, with the historical incidents.
The Knight, rtbarks" (p. 9) the time and place of this scene as he has
done in Act One.

So, although Act One is personal the Knight's pre-

sence always allows society to intrude.

And even though Acts Two and

Three are historical the pulpit's presence always permits the interaction of Luther and the society.

The manner in which the Knight makes

his announcements focuses attention upon the performance of the play-and, perhaps, the other performances in the play which wear the guise
of reality.
enGs anQ

~~s

(The audience may i·Jell question

~vhere

conscious performance begins.)

The gestures, and perfor-

Luther's real self

mance of Teczel emphasize the society's belief in the power of money.
\~ith

the

?u~chase

of indulgences God himself, through the Pope, can be

cajoled inco granting eternal salvation.
The scene is

follo~ved

by Hartin's discussion

~·lith

Staupitz.

powerful potential of insight, sensitivity, courage and, also heroics''
(p. 61).

Staupitz also recognizes that rra large man is worth the pains

he takes" (p. 64).

Therefore, the audience is always aware that Luther's

transcendent stance does elevate him--even if the rrchild'r is impossible
to attain in the world of men.

He is not to be admired for his dis-

covery, like Galileo, but for his act of discovery.

He is not admired
'.\

~
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for heroism but for his heroics.

In his discussion with Staupitz

Martin effects elevation by referring to the world's humans in animal
terms and by likening his

~vork

to the world's struggles which he fears.

First, he speaks of his discovery, that men are saved by faith, in
mining images.

He thereby becomes equivalent to his father, and there-

fore all authority: "[Hans] made a discovery years and years ago that
took me sweat and labour to dig out of the earth for myself. 11

He then

proceeds to elevate himself by referring to Hans in the animal image of
the hog when Staupitz observes that Hans' position in the world is really a vow of poverty placing him on Martin's level:

'~nd

he took it

the day he told himself, and told you, that he was a complete man, or
at least, a contented man."

Martin immediately retorts that

11

A hog

\vaffling in its own crap is contented'r and that his father ltfaced with
an unfarailia:r notion is like a cmv staring at a ne\v barn door.
ho; ioage

~=

Hans links him to the image of God--the glutton.

11

The

Luther

is against all authority or father figures (pp. 66-7).
Durin.; the scene

~vith

Staupitz Luther also repeats his scatologi-

cal imagery--only it is curiously twisted.
ow~

Before he complains of his

bowel problems, Luther characterizes the world as the constipated

one; he boasts that he is the cat.:se.

!'!: 'n l::..ke a ripe stool in the

\Wrld 1 s straining a:1us, and at any moment we 1 re about to let each
other go" (p. 65).
is the feared.

Thus, the

~vorld

he fears becomes a world where he

For Luther's bmvel problems are symptomatic of his fear

of human nature which must struggle in the world and face the darkness.
The locking of his bowels separates him from the world of those who
wallow in their own crap.

But if he becomes the stool of the world,
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he is the irritant.

His image also includes the concept that he will

leave the world's body; he will step outside of history.

Ironically,

as Luther presents the image the audience also sees that it shows him
as simultaneously out of the world and of the world.
\vOrld may wallow in may very Hell be Luther.

The excrement the

The boastful self-image

of Luther also points to his comic descent in the society •
.The rest of the scene >vith Staupitz as well as the other scenes
in the play immerse Luther in the society and history.

Staupitz warns

Luther that his belief in self justification is essentially true but
that the substance of Luther's teaching will not be as controversial as
the way he upholds his belief.

Staupitz understands Luther's need for

a transcendence in which all authority is his enemy: "but the moment
someone disagrees or objects to what you're saying, that will be the
moment \vhen you '11 suddenly recognize the strength of your belief! 11
J:.,uther -;..e2·,,es Staupitz as he repeats his scatological image \vith himself the chief irritant of the \vOrld: rrr£ I break wind in Wittenberg,
they mighc smell it in Rome (pp. 72-3).
Sce::-:e

P'Jlpit

3 of Act T>vO presents Luther in his public role in the

.
~Nith 'Ul..3

~ir:.ct:y-£ive

theses.

As he enters the pulpit he sees

a child 1.vho is only half-nakeC. a:!.::_ C.irty ?laying on the steps by hinself.

The child is sullied by the world 1 s materialism and seems lonely

in the absence of the society of men.

Luther's advances to the child

are repulsed, "not rudely, but naturally.

It

The body of a child that

Luther finds in Act One is in a similar position.

Somehow the purity

in transcendence is compromised by the world; so the body of the child
naturally leaves Martin Luther.

He is now the man; but, he is still
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the man

~.;rho

seeks to be his oHn authority.

The sermon links his belief

that "'The just shall live by faith'" to his scatological imagery.
bovels were flushed when this pronouncement emerged.

His self-indul-

gence yields a product of his mind--not physical excrement.
message continues to elevate him above men.
those who do not "howl!' like animals.
to the "deserted Christ."

His

Luther's

Those who join him "sing";

He requests that they follow him

However, his desertion by the body of a

child and his elevation over the "stinking goat" Aristotle and the
howling non-believers effect

a superimposing of his image and Christ's.

His "sweet redeemer and mediator" is himself.

Nevertheless, since

Luther speaks directly to the audience in his pulpit on the stage's
apron, they realize the effect that such a message would have on other
men.

Luthe~

seems to be immersing himself in the world of common men;

he seems to be leading all men past the authority of the world.
their leader, he is responsible for

thei~

As

actions (pp. 74-6).

In s12ccessive encounters w·ith representatives of the world's
authority L12ther remains vehement in his assertions.

This stance is

really the same as Galilee's although it seems antithetical.

Luther

stands pat for the same reason Galilee recants--self-indulgence.
end scene also

mi~or3 Gali:e~!s be~rayal

The

of the scientific enlighten-

ment; for Luther's assertion really betrays the common man. 14

Osborne

is quite consistent in presenting the encounters with their historical
ramifications.

History suggests the interaction of all nen, not the

transcendence of one.

Luther's encounter with Thomas de Vio, Cajetan,

14Tynan, Tynan Right and Left, p. 78.
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"Rome 1 s highest representati verr in Germany is presented against a backcloth of any "satirical contemporary woodcut'' where Luther's message
debunks a world authority: rror perhaps Holbein's cartoon of Luther with
the Pope suspended from his nose" (p. 77).

The Diet of Worms scene has

as its principle aim the achievement of ''the maximum in physical enlargement of the action.''

This enlargement is achieved not only be-

cause the "scenes are stamped on a brilliant ground of gold" represented on the gold front cloth with its
the unique gathering.''

joyful representation of

Osborne suggests that the representation of the

boldness and joy be "Luther's
Worms. rr

'~old,

t~v-o-~vheeled

wagon which brought him to

~vorld

This article links him to the

and the common people.

The scene also achieves enlargement because the rostrum is to be projected into the audience and the members are to enter from the audience.

The effect should be ttas if everyone

restin?;
the

0:1

the sides of a boxing-ring.

orig~nal

11

~vatching

had their chins

The audience becomes part of

audience and admires the boldness of Luther's triumph

Hhile sineltaneously understanding possible objections to Luther's position by the authorities.
scendence, he

en~e~s

To reinforce the concept of Luther 1 s tran-

=~2~ =~e s~a5e

(??· 99-100).

After his refusal to recant his position against authority Luther
confronts his fo! lm.:re!:'s, the peasa:-cts.
tionship

bet~veen

years before.

The Knight explains the rela-

the Peasants' Movement and the Diet of Worms, four

He explains that part of Luther's appeal to the common

man was that Luther's perspiration (as indicative of unelevated humanity) created an irresistible bond between them.
Luther's leadership without understanding him.

The people felt
He aroused them and
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became their titular leader: "I w·anted to burst my ears with shouting
and dra1-1 my sword, no, not drmv it, I
a

~vanted

to pluck it as if it were

flm.;rer in my blood and plunge it into whatever he would have told me

to . . . . If one could only understand him" (p. 105).

The Knight con-

tinues, with a peasant's corpse in a cart, to explain Luther's betrayal
of the common man in terms of a capitalistic system: profit and loss.
Luther who so sedulously avoided contact with the world is now responsible for the loss of life of the peasants and also part of the world
class that created the darkness he feared.

He is immersed in the so-

ciety as the Knight smears the blood of the corpse over him.
The dispute

bet~veen

Martin and the Knight ends with Martin Luther

praying to Christ against the world of the common man where he cannot
be transcendent:
Christ~

Hear Me! My Hords pour from Your Body! They deserved
thei:: ieath, these sHaming peasants! They kicked against authority, ~~ey plundered and bargained and all in Your name! Christ,
belie·.~e me~ . . . (p. 110).
He recites this prayer in front of the Knight who leaves resigned to
this capricious \vay of the 1wrld.

only responsible to God.

Nartin recove-rs more of his tran-

His marriage and son prevent him from being

a Christ; so he seeks to be as close tc Ct:rist as a u1an i1as bee:t.

His

prayer presents an image of a man Hho speaks directly to God--Abraham.
He presents himself as Abraham (through a sermon to the audience).

The

sermon reprises Luther's odyssey for the body of a child because "in
the child [he] sought the father."

Abraham lives through his son.

Therefore, Luther compromises with life through his son.

His own body
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is butchered by God because he is immersed in the physical \Jorld.

Hoc·J-

evec, he lives through his son~ "If He [God] butchers us, He makes us
live (p. 112).rr
The last scene in the play finds Luther five years later in the
deadly complacent domesticity with his nun, Katherine, and son, and
Staupitz as a dinner guest.

Ironically, he resides at the cloister,

the place of his transcendence.

He no longer fasts.

His illnesses

are more common and the results of physical excesses: gout, piles,
ringing in the ears.

His view of life seems almost pragmatic:

It's a shame everyone can't marry a nun • • • • Seems to me there
are three ways out of despair. One is faith in Christ, the second
is to become enraged by the world and make its nose bleed for it,
and the third is the love of a woman. Mind you, they don't all
necessarily work--at least, only part of the time (p. 116).
He is an influential man of the world who is at the top of his profession.

Scaupitz defines Martin's manhood only in relation to the so-

ciety:
Hher: h·e used to talk together . . . you were a child . • . • Manhood v7as something you had to be flung into. . . . Everytime you
belch now, the world stops what it's doing and listens (p. 118).
In vie1.r of the relationship betHeen Martin and the society St.:!upitz can
delineate certair: contributio'!J..s ::r-.a.t the aud.ie.n::e realizes Luther did
not intend.

Hayman criticizes that the audience feels "increduloua anc

be1vilderedrr be::a.u:se th: ':t':.;;::;- £3 e Fho"'.e ha.sn 1 t C•Jntained anything to
substanciate this

dr&~atically,

and Osborne's Luther hasn't established

himself as a personality capable of doing what the historical Luther
did.nlS

This is certainly true; yet, the play's persistent separation

15 Hayman, John Osborne, p. 60.
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between the personal and the historical indicates that Osborne intends
to point out the disparity between the two images and the reality of
both.

The contributions Staupitz assigns to Luther are the ones that

history assigns: the unlacing of the German language, the making of
Germany and the body of Europe, taking Christ from "the low mumblings
and soft voices and jew·elled go~vns and the tiaras rr and putting Him
"back where He belongs.

In each man Is sourrr (p. 122).

Of all people

Staupitz realizes the incongruity he speaks; however, he stresses to
Luther that these contributions come from the interaction of men--not
only from one man: rrDon't--don 1 t believe you, only you are right't
(p. 122).
Like all Osborne heroes Luther's complacency in the world of
cowmon men, even though he maintains a degree of elevation, is illusory.

The action of the last scene, in'the Eremite cloister, begins

'''ic::O. a oy2::1.

As one revie;..rer states: rrthroughout this drama, music
16
defines the wood."
In this last instance, the music and the setting
war against the aura of acceptance Luther tries to exude.

s~sc·o.s co get him out--of despair, of this \vorld.

occas::.oned by his i::ajility

C::J

He cries in

He explains to

f-,sc;r Goci, or to be his own God: "I

listened for God's voice, but all I could hear was my own.'r

In his re-

cognition that he is not a Christ or even an Abraham, he must accept
16
1

Norman Nadel, "Osborne s Overpm..rering 'Luther', rr· New York
Rorld-Te1egram and The Sun, 26 September 1963 in New York Theatre
~ritics' Review, p. 278.
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the world and his manhood.

God no longer even talks to him, and he is

disturbed by doubts: "Oh, Lord, I believe.
Only help my unbelief.

It

I believe.

I do believe.

The play ends with Luther speaking to his in-

fant son--explaining his defeat and pessimistically auguring the same
defeat for his son: "It's hard to accept you're anyone's son, and
you're not the father of yourself.
son.

So, don't have dreams so soon, my

They '11 be having you soon enough. rr

He recounts his victory as

a child at Woms and ends by using Christ's words:
and you shall see me. 11

11

A little while,

However, even this final attempt at elevation

is undercut by doubt: "Let's just hope so 11 (p. 125).
slowly with the child tvith no exuberance.
Brechtian

histor~

I,uther exits

Nevertheless, like all

the future (the child) is present even in the past.

The final picture of Luther is the synthesis of his greatness and his
:-ieakness, his personal life is his social life.
'

anti~ero

~~~e

· a t-1 as_
h
revea 1 e d 1n

t

"It is as if hero and

o 'oe one, . . • rrl7

Critical consensus proclaims Alfred Redl, the pre-World War I
Irc:perial Amy lieutenant, to be so unlike the "usual Osborne hero" 18
1q

that his portrait in A Patriot for :!ie-- r,o.ight be :::8o.oved from the Osborne gallery of ''angry young menr' lvith no ill effect.

One critic even

l7H.Oivar d "'1 auO'T'2:C
•
TT..,.._,_h_. o_pf-~?
_- __ _ •. • •
'I..:1~i:1er' Stat:s . .~lbert Finne:r,"
Ne>v York Times, 26 September 1963 in Ne-.;v York Theatre Critics' Review
p. 280.

18This phrase had become a staple of criticism by 1965.

Critics
tended to establish the value of an Osborne play according to the rules
they believed Osborne himself established.

19

John Osborne, A Patriot for Me in West of Suez, A Patriot for
Me, Time Present, The Hotel in Amsterdam: Four Plays by John Osborne
(New York: Dodd, Mead & Company, 1973). Subsequent references will be
in the text, from this edition.
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suggests that the play "is best treated as apocryphalH because of this
20
major defect.
The evaluations use certain set criteria for the ultimate Osborne hero: he must be articulate (to display the verve of
Osborne's language); he must be so critical of the mediocrity of the
society that he rebels through self-isolation; he must assail the sensibilities of the audience to "confront . • • like a desperate question." 21
With these criteria, Redl seems no kin to Jimmy Porter, George
Dillon, or Martin Luther.

In the Austria-Hungary before World War I,

Alfred Redl is a conforming ambitious man.
predecessor in Osborne's gallery.

Redl is

den (from himself and others

22
• ) • rt

His characterization has no

r~eticent,

constrained, hid-

Despite his conformity in the

Army, Redl is unaware, until Act I ends, that he is a homosexual.

He

does not talk about his feelings and is therefore presented "more
through o::-,er people's eyes than his otvn. " 23
a

One critic suggests that

reticen: hero belies Osborne's lack of perception into the character

as 1vell as lack of dramatic control. 24

Another charges that Redl' s

characterization "takes the t-lind out of the play,vright 's syntax. 1125
20
Mary McCarthy, "Verdict on Osborne," Observer,4 July 1965, p. 17.
21
Ibid.

22
Harold Ferrar, John Osborne (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1973), p. 36.
23

Hayman, John Osborne, p. 87.

24
Ferrar, John Osborne, p. 36.
25
Walter Kerr, ''Why Has Osborne Taken the Trouble," New York Times,
12 October 1969, in New York Theatre Critics' Review, pp. 247-8.
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except for the single moment Hhen the recognizable Osborne
emerges.

11

voice 11

Redl seems to move to1vard articulation throughout the play

and finally addresses a tirade against his lover.

Even this triumphant

moment does not satisfy the critics who ''hanker" after Osborne's utirades": "for this effect [Redl's inarticulation] Osborne has to forgo
all evening the main pleasure of his talent, the language. 1126
Redl is the one dead hero in the Osborne gallery besides Coriolanus.

His suicide at the end of the play certainly does not reflect

the comic impasse in the other plays.

His death appears the result of

a simple cause-effect: he is a conforming member of the society who
discovers his nonconformity (homosexuality) and is blackmailed into
counter-espionage (by one faction) and suicide (by the other).

The

other heroes embrace the society as an inimicable fact of existence;
they can defiantly mock what they are really imitating to maintain a
vestige

.:Jf

transcendence in a >vorld \vhere it is illusory.

Redl seems

to bo,.; ,;:Qd obey the dictates of the society; his world seems to triumph.

Ha does not evoke the ambivalent audience response of the other

heroes.
not

~e seems merely pathetic and essentially

ad~irable

in his

unyieldi~5 ~~=3istence b~t

11

likeable.tt27

He is

fcoliah in his illusions.

Redl' s singularity in the Osborne gallery of heroes effects c:ritical rejection vf

~he Bre~n~i~h

histcry

~ilie~

of the play.

Luther is

successful in spite of the history because Martin Luther fits the mold
26

Ronald Bryden, The Unfinished Hero and Other Essays (London:
Faber and Faber, 1969), p. 84.
27

Hayman, John Osborne, p. 88.

,il

of the "angry young man's" angry young man.
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"One guessed that Osborne

saw in Luther a more effective base-born rebel than any he had known
28
A Patriot for Me's history is less palatable
in beards and jeans."
because of the Redl characterization.

With such a non-vital figure the

play's history becomes "Viennese operetta minus the music [lyrics]. rr29
The only aspect of the play that w·hets the popular and, to a more limited extent, the critical appetite is the homosexuality theme.

The nor-

mal controversy of this subject in the English theatre of 1965 was intensified when Osborne refused to cut certain scenes by the order of
the Lord Chamberlain.

Since the play was not licensed for performance

in England it was presented before a private audience "only for a
limited run in a private club theatre." 30

This controversy breeds so

much interest in the play that the critical focus is deflected from
Redl and the historical frame to the homosexuality.

Esslin believed,

therefore, that Osborne changes his characteristic heroic voice but
does not s::ep off his soapbox:
And yet, when he is dealing Hith the real subject matter of the
play, the problem of the homosexual in present-day English society,
Osborne rises to considerable heights of eloquence. His mistake
\,'as to try to deal ~vith the subject in a ''B:cechtiann form.31

""r:>

l·lcGarthy states that with the exception of the drag ball in Act II,

Scene 1, everything in the ?lay

~s

"e:::-.:t:ce=:e.ly tireaori!e, banal and pre-

28
McCarthy, "Verdict on Osborne," p. 17.
29
Esslin, Reflections, p. 82.
30
"John Osborne and the Boys at the Ball," p. 5.
31
.
Essl1n, Reflections, pp. 82-3.
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dictable.

11

Since the homosexuality is the high-point of the play she

suggests the "chief merit of the enterprise" is that it gave

11

work to

a large number of homosexual actors or perhaps to normal actors who
could 'pass' for homosexuals.n

32

A Patriot for Me is a play which synthesizes its hero, setting,

themes, and Brechtian techniques into an artistic whole.
comedy, not pathos or comic opera.

It is ironic

Redl is a combatant in essentially

the same comic contests (with the same results) as any other Osborne
hero.

Because one of the comic contests in Osborne's

~~ork

is man vs.

society, A Patriot for Me's milieu is delineated using Brechtian device
as well as his concept of history--as in Luther.

However, Osborne re-

verses the focus of the comic contests in A Patriot for Me.
Unlike his other plays, the most ostensive contest in A Patriot
for He is between Redl's personal image and his idealized self-image,
~hile

the contest of malcontent and the society is more subtle.

because

~edl's

Yet,

transcendence is achieved through his role in, and not

\vithout, (his image of) society, the comic contests are perhaps more
inextricasle than in any other Osborne play.
Alfred Redl 's idealizs'i sel::'-ix:.<=.;e =..s CsiJsnde::J.t upor.. an invalid
vie.;v of the \vorld.
really does noc

He seeks transcendence i::1 an Austria-Hungary

ex~s~.

Ln

~vhich

18?0 Redl's vision o£ the world is bound by

the competitive discipline of the Imperial Army--which is not a functioning army in that society.
Army exudes "elitism. 11

Through its ornate spit and polish the

Redl seeks transcendence in the elitist com-

32McCarthy, rrverdict on Osborne, tr p. 17.
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pany by an extremely rigid focus on the rules and aloofness from the
fellowship.

His elevation in the society couples ''competitive success

[in the elitist Amy] and seclusion'r (p. 117).

In the first two scenes

of the play, Redl is presented as the ultimate correct, ambitious Army
officer.

The emphasis in the scenes, however, is upon the unnatural-

ness of this stance.

Redl's elevation is consciously willed; he can-

not accept any other type of behavior as valid for him--even though his
actions belie his human, fallible nature.
Both of the first two scenes present Redl in the isolated world
of the Imperial Army.

In Scene 1 he is a second at a duel for Siczyn-

ski who has challenged fellow Officer Kupfer for calling him rrFraulein
Rothschild" (p. 83).

Kupfer thereby casts aspersions on his

ancestry and his homosexuality.

Je~-.rish

As Redl enters the gymnasium of the

7th Galician Infantry Regiment the accouterments of his transcendent
image are :-ecognizable, but "his features can barely be made out."
The setting for the duel is replete with rope hangs, vaulting horse,
and climbing bars.
and cereoony.

The duel itself is a model of robot-like precision

Redl's image compliments the setting; after his boots

are hea!"d, h.;: _a?FC:a::-s i.:t

c::i::-:~ ~-:_t~

"::lose cropped hair, a taut,

compact body . . . long black cheroots . . . . a shabby cigarette case,
an elegant

a~TJ.ber

t-.1"'\ 1
1..:. .... -

.-1
.:l..... ._.;.,

'

..

..

tt

(?. 79).

In nis

pce-c~el

discussion

with Siczynski Redl "\vills aloofness from the emotionalism of the duel.
The discussion, instead, focuses upon Redl's non-aristocratic background and his ambition to enter the War College--an elite position
within the Army.

To achieye this goal he requests extra duties and

regulates his life through his hard work: rrwhat else can I do?" (p. 84).
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After Siczynski is killed in the duel Redl even retains his composure
in front of his fellow officers.
Nevertheless, during the first scene Osborne presents Redl at
odds with his well-ordered life.

He accepts Siczynski's request to be

his secon~ Nithout consciously understanding why.

This acceptance is

a break in his resolve of noninvolvement and distrust of his fellow
men:
SICZYNSKI: I don't
REDL: On people's goodwill.
SICZYNSKI: I don't. You do.
REDL: I do7 No, I don't
. I try not to. (He is confused for a
moment (p. 83] . )
He even offers to get Siczynski out of the duel but becomes quite cold
and formal when Siczynski refuses.
his dream to Siczynski.

Just before the duel Redl relates

The dream suggests an unconscious awareness

of the tr222hery bred in the competitive spirit of the Army and the
ideal but unreal character virtues that Redl believes is the essence
of the Army code.
Anj'"\vay: I was attending a court martial. Not mine. Someone else's.
I don't quite know \vhose. But a frier:.d of some so:::-t, someone I
liked. Someone upright, fr.c:::.k: r2s?ected, but u;:;:;_·ight. It '~as
quite clear from the start \vhac the outcome would be, and I was
immediately worrying about having to go and visit him in gaol. And
it ~vasn' t just because I kne:.; ! :;C"..'.lC. tle arrested myself as so0::1 as
I got in there . . • . I wenc a~d started to talk to hin. He didn't
say anything. There was just tne wire netcing between us • • • and
then of course, they arrested me. I couldn't tell whether he was
pleased or not. Pleased that I'd come to see him or that they'd
got me too (pp. 85-6).
When the young man is killed, Redl's resolve crumples after the dueling
party leaves.

iE

He "wipes the blood from SIC2YNSKI's mouth cradling him

his arms" (p. 86).

The stage image at the end of the scene presents

Redl embracing a world that is quite different from the unemotional,
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ceremonious, inflexible Army code.
The Army's code is further delineated in Scene 2.

The Cornman-

dant Of the Regiment, Von Mohl informs Redl of his selection to the
lvar college.

During the intervie\v Von M6hl explains the ideals of the

Army; Redl's conduct during the scene mirrors these ideals.

-speaks

cooly and carefully.

He is anxious to be courteous and respect-

ful without seeming unctuous, or sound a false, fawning note.

-

ceeds rr (p. 88).

"REDL

He sue-

As Mohl reads Redl 's examination report (26 out of

419) the emphasis is upon his

11

coolness" under pressure--which is, ac-

cording to M6hl, the mark of a "fine interpreter of the finest modern
military thinking."

The "coolness 11 functions tvith other qualities:

rrupright, discreet, frank and open, painstaking, marked ability to anticipate as well as initiate instructions, without being reckless, keen
jucg:nent, cool under pressure . . . " (p. 89).
many

or

One might notice that

th~se qualities are mutually exclusive: an upright person rare-

ly needs discretion

(which implies moral compromise) and a discrete

person is rarely truly frank and open.

Also, the qualities which Redl

extracts, emphasizes and admires in the code a=e the inflexible ones:
"upright, frank, respected, but upright" (p. 85).

The personality

Redl: "friendly, but unassertive, dignified and strikes everyone as the
type of gentleman and distinguished officer of the Royal and Imperial
Army" (p. 89).

Redl's conduct emphasizes the dignity and the unasser-

tiveness and the lack of involvement that Mohl suggests for the future.
Like Luther, Redl goes beyond a code to gain transcendence over those
who already are elite through isolation in the society.

The only mo-

,,

'.I'1'
I
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ment .;n
._ the scene in which Redl is not in conscious control is in his
treacherous evaluation of Siczynski: "I hardly knew him, sir.

• He

struck me as being hypercritical, oversceptical about thingsrr (p. 90).
He does not denounce the dead man's homosexuality.

He thereby becomes

analogous to the "friend'r in the dream who tricks the upright man; for
Siczynski follows the code of the Army to the letter--essentially.
However, Siczynski is denounced by Mohl because he steps out of line
in the appearance of the officer.
Redl, but yet uninvolved.

An officer must be popular, like

He may have women and debts as long as he

seeks succor from the Army.
Oh, one expects all young officers to have debts. It's always been
so, and ah.,rays ~.,rill, till they pay soldiers properly. Every other
week, a fund has to be raised for this one or that. Fine. But
this officer had, or so it seems, and frankly it doesn't surprise
me, no friends, ~vas in the hands of moneylenders, of his own race,
natu:::ally, and why? Women? Of course, one asks. But ~.,rho? No
one knows (pp. 90-1).
The reas ..::::-::i.=cg is specious.

Nohl condemns Siczynski as much for his

"discretion' 1 as for his uprightness in fighting.

Because his failure

to conficie in the Army casts doubt and mysterious shadOivS over his
character, he cannot possess the Army's precious respectability.
code is less esse:::.ce:
ter" (p. 107).

~'::=.:2.

=:::=i_:':i_;:-::; :'at:>tituc~s

at

th~

The

expense of charac-

Appearance or respectability is more important to Redl

fronted by his superior.
Redl' s self- image is that of the ideal, righteous, Army man

~.,rho

can somehow rise through the ranks untainted by emotion or moral compromise or human alliance.
hility of this stance.

The first two scenes present the impossi-

Redl's vision of the Army society is inaccu-
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rate; it allmvs no flexibility or compromise--which even the Army code
all01vs.

Redl 's singularity permits no real relationship to his fellow

officers although his ambition demands their approbation.

Redl tran-

scends when he is most constrained and isolated from even the rrnormal"
pursuits of the elitist Army.

Hhe he is unconscious (dreaming) or in

incomplete control of himself he recognizes the invalidity of his transcendent vision; but he does not accept it.

The movement of this play,

and all of Osborne's plays, is tmvard Redl 's acceptance of the world as
it exists.

However, he joins the Osborne gallery in his inability to

forgive the \vorld vision.

His suicide is little different from the

death-to-the-self life of Luther, Paul Slickey, George Dillon, Archie
Rice, and Jimmy Porter.
Recognition or discovery must preceed acceptance.

The world vi-

sian that Redl must come to recognize is not merely his o•vn homosexual
world, but the society at large.

Osborne states that he '''had for

years bee:1. uanting to write a play about homosexuality and the whole
aiTtbiguity of it!' 11

But he did not write the play until the

rn

theatri-

cally fascinating'rr background could be united to the homosexuality:
'''then the two things--tl:e
Suddenly it made sense.' tt 33
the enc of the fir3t act:.
play.

l'~:::-:::::_c..:;.:2l::.:y a::J.~

::he period

ca>ne

togec:her.

Redl discovers his mm homosexuality by
So tnat :::ystery is not the essence of the

The homosexual world mirrors the society not because the society

causes the homosexuality nor because everyone is homosexual in the society but because even the homosexual world shares in the pettiness,
33

rrJohn Osborne and the Boys at the Ball, 1r p. 5.
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and emptiness of the Empire l·lhile simultaneously trying to "kick over
the traces."
Osborne's presentation of Redl's homosexuality seems complete
>vith the obvious rrred-plush ironies 1134 that most works on homosexuality present.

11

These ironies seem to be

salutary shocks based on the

contrast between reality and appearance. 1135

Yet, in fairness to Os-

borne one must concede that the ironies are so obvious because so many
of the audience and critics viewing the play were aware of Redl's homosexuality before the play even begins.
hunger backfires--this time.

Perhaps, Osborne's publicity

Even though the homosexuality would pro-

vide the electric theatre that Osborne seeks--the •rthrills 11 are not
gratuitous.

Alfred Redl's real homosexuality bears the same relation-

ship to his transcendent self-image as Jimmy Porter's needs and anger,
Luther's historical image and his isolated transcendent self.
os=~~~e

of pmver. 36

does not present homosexuality as impotence, the opposite
Instead, the homosexual \vorld is the opposite of Redl's

ideal vision of the Imperial Amy.

For Redl, it is a world \vhere

physical obsession or need negates the

intell~~t,

depend8ncy negates

singulsrity, and LUillult negates the tranquility of the code.
biguity of homosexuality in A ?c.t::-iot .f:Jr
34Kerr,

~·::e

The am-

is jua t this synthesis or

11

Why Has Osborne Taken the Trouble?,rr p. 247.

35McCarthy, "Verdict on Osborne," p. 17.
36

Ferrar implies this meaning of the term in his assertion that
homosexuality and power are as symbiotically inseparable here as propriety and pornography in Victorian England.rr John Osborne, p. 36.
11
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opposites.

In most of the remaining eight scenes of Act I Redl takes

his private transcendent image into the world.

In Scene 3 Redl visits

one of the soldiers' favorite private rrclubs" with a fellow soldier
also promoted to the War College, Taussig.

Redl does not often visit

this place; he also has open distain for one of the most attractive
and popular of the girls ("Garbage often is"[p. 93]) and refuses to
avail himself of her services ("Please forget it.
place'r (p. 94]).

He only finally accepts when Taussig insists that he

has arranged everything.

Redl's image in the scene is more the aloof

officer than the homosexual.
Army image

~vith

I'm bored with the

The final stage directions juxtapose his

an image of the world: he nfastens his tunic smartll

and steps through the curtain into the tumultrr (p. 96).
Scene 4 takes place in Hilde's room where Redl has almost fainted.

In this private scene lvith Hilde Redl sho1vs no interest in her

until SGe begins to compare his aloofness to Lt. Siczynski; he then
kisses he:- and comments on her beauty--the "garbage" of the previous
scene.

\vnen she suggests that he's joined the Army because he has no

friends ac.d believes that "Love's hardly ever possible" R'2dl retorts
that he is i!'! t!:e _.',.::::::.::

cc:::z-:.:se it

w.irr0:::-s his self-image: "I'm in the

army because it suits me and I'm suited to it.
ture.

I can style it my o:m ,,-ay."

I can make rr:y

o~n

fu-

Both scenes suggest Redl's homo-

sexual proclivities--sometimes with obvious stereotyped hints: his constant preference for peppermints over cigars, the beauty of his mouth,
his rationalization that

11

there are always too many babies being born."

However, the thrust of both scenes, public and private, is Redl's conScious transcendent stance.

He maintains his image even after he
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learns from Hilde that soldiers commonly retire with Albrecht the
Haiter--rrHe always gets the pick, . . . Anything he wants.

Anyonett

(p. 99).

In Scene 6 Redl is attending the Royal Ball at the Emperor's
residence.

In the company of Colonel Mohl and other elite of the so-

ciety Redl articulates his image of the Army and his superior position
in it (he is now a Captain).

He agrees with Mohl that the r'army creates

an eliterr (p. 107), but disagrees that the army creates
. . • [that's] human" between the diversity of men.

11

a _proper bond,

Redl insists on

singularity, even though he is no aristocrat (this only increases his
elevation);
I don't agree that all men are brothers, like Colonel Mohl. We are
clearly not. Nor should be, or ever want to be . . • . We're meant
to clash. And often and violently. I am proud to be despised by
some ~en, no perhaps most men. Others are to be tolerated or ignored (p. 109).
Colonel

~E~l

also recognizes Redl's elevation in his elitist organiza-

tion: "tl::e army is still a place of privilege.

Redl is the rare type

that redee:::1s that privilege . . . he overpowers it, .
disciplined character, ability and honour'' (p. 110).
.l:Cn:J.s

. [by

J natural,

M5hl further in-

tne Countess Delyanof£ that no"'' Redl is ready for marriage be-

cause marriage in that societ,· i3 as

o~~era~

as the Army.

Therefore,

the rigidity of Redl 's cha.cacter \'lDuld make him "a first-class husband"--he is "steadfast, sober, industrious, orderly, he likes orderly
things, hates chaos" (p. 111).
Scene 7 juxtaposes Redl's conscious transcendence with his unconscious fallible humanity and homosexuality.
Redl's rrsharp, clear, moaning cr;y:rr (p. 112).

The scene begins with
He enters the Countess's
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boudoir to the drawing room for a precipitate return to his quarters.
He is cr Yinao from an incessant dream.

Redl explains to the Countess,

who has been his lover, that the dreams not only occur at night but
also ">vhen [he's] having to force [himself] to do something as an exeror a duty, like \vorking late" (p. 116).

His uncertainty is re-

lated to his transcendent image; when he's immersed in his Army role
he senses his human limitation.
I feel myself, almost as if I were falling away and disappearing.
I >vant to run. • . . But, I've felt I should take a serious, applied interest in this sort, in, ours is a complicated age, and
I'm some small part of it, and I should devote as much attention
and interest to it as I can muster (p. 116).
Osborne relates Redl's misgivings about his self-image with his physical rejection of the Countess who is more acceptable to Redl than Hilde
because of her title.
I~

scious.

Redl's rejection is both conscious and uncon-

the beginning of the scene, while Redl is still in the

throes of ;:-:_.:: dream he admits his lack of control (homosexuality) over
his rejection of the Countess:
ful

'~ou're--you're

easily the most beauti-

. desirable woman I've ever . • . There couldn't be . .

Sophia: it's me.

It's like a disease" (p. 114).

But after the Coun-

tess points out the irrationality of his explanation Redl retreats to

"I've told you.

~" (p. 114).
(p. 115).

I drinK.

I drink, heavily sometimes, I don't get

He rejects her protection--"I can protect myself"

He counters all her inquiries about the idiosyncrasies of

their lovemaking (the lack of lights, his refusal to kiss her) and
finally proclaims that whatever she wants from him he rrcan't and
'Won't" (p. 117) give.

This declaration adumbrates the synthesis of
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his ideal self-image with its opposite.
The synthesis is not complete until the drag ball which opens
Act II; for Redl's synthesis of opposites finally move to conscious
levels.

The scene immediately preceeding the ball, Scene 10 of Act I,

finally presents Redl's acceptance of his homosexuality--but it only
suggests his unyielding persistence in maintaining his transcendent
ideal.

In Scene 10 Redl is found in bed with a young soldier, Paul.

Four other young soldiers enter and rob and beat Redl.

Paul exits with

them after justifying the normalcy of the situation: "Don't be too upset, love.

You'll get used to it" (p. 124).

Before the conflagration

Osborne writes the scene with rather obvious reversals which focus on
the "hints" that have been given throughout Act I.

(Again, it must be

remembered that perhaps the obviousness is apparent only in retrospect
--after knmving that this is a "homosexual" play.)

Nmv it is Redl

~vho

prefers l:;cking at his partner in the light, who is filled with doubt
about his ?hysical desirability, Hho questions Paul's early return to
the

barrac~s.

The suggestion o£ his inner resistance to his situation

is presenc.E:d Hhen Redl,
the

b·..:~

:::en

11

\·?ho knoc.;s instantly \\hr.tt \>T:i.ll h3pPen" >:.Jh.en

e:;:,te~ ' 1 ._-'..2L~ ':

which is like an attack. 11

;:h.e:::t by his ''vicious defense of himself,
At the -::nd. of the scc;r..e, Redl is "o. ~~ick.::G.,

bloodv heaP" but n0t: :-e&lh- irrcr:e:=s2c into t:~J.e chaos of the society.

He

may accept its rules, but he refuses to abide by them (pp. 123-4).
The nature of this comic impasse is fully presented at the 1902

Drag Ball.

Colonel Redl arrives at the costtune ball in his uniform with

its decorations.

His refusal to "dress-up" is contrasted to both Stein-

bauer and Kupfer who are costumed.

Both of these men were duelists in
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scene 1.

They represent the flexibility of the Army that Redl rejects.

At the beginning of the ball Redl is "quite cool . .
~arefully

staring very

around at all the guests, his eye missing no one" (p. 127).

His icy isolation melts when he sees Steinbauer who mentions the duel.
Redl seems to immerse himself into the company with the nsudden gratitude for the remembrance."
~ess,

Ho1vever, Osborne also stresses the

11

weari-

sadness" (p. 129) which accompanies his joining the company of

the ball.

This reaction is similar to that of the other Osborne heroes

(from George Dillon to Luther) when recognizing the illusory nature of
their transcendence.

During much of the scene Redl yields himself to

the company of the revellers at the ball: "He is drinking freely now,
and is excited and enjoying himself" (p. 130).

The host of the ball,

the Baron, believes that"[ h] e 's just being himself for once" (p. 136).
However, Redl is not only

ho~osexual;

to his t:::-ai'lscendent self-image.

that part of his reality is fused

Hhile watching the Army's Kupfer ca-

vort \vith the waiter-in-drag, Albrecht, Redl suddenly "becomes hostile:
to KUPFER. drunkenness and himself . . . • fhe] sobers up and stiffens"
(p. 138).

~-;ith

the ball ("Us?

this change in his demeac.or he rejects tte cor,:nunity at
Spes.k :;:;:: y:-::.::s-==;_:;:c·

p.

1~0

) and leaves after striking

his playmate of the evening, Ferdy, so hard that he falls i::J.to t:C.e
;:,th,:::-

g'...tests.

Ferdy's transgrss3:.c:r:

s-ce::>.s

to be his longing for atten-

tion from the general company.
Redl's espionage is thematically presented as the logical result
of the synthesis of his opposing realities.

Because he is unable to

accept exposure and reject his Army transcendence, Redl is blackmailed
into espionage.

Yet, his image is not that of the man who is not in
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control of his destiny.

Redl manages to maintain his transcendent im-

age, now as an officer in the Austrian Chief of Staff's Counter Espionage Department, while really accepting its illusory nature.

One of

his blackmailers recognizes his distinction--"If you ever do feel any
shame for what you are, you don't accept it like a simpleton, you
heave it off, like a horse that's fallen on you . . . . the result is
that splendid Viennese style" (p. 148).

Redl's recognition of

the disparity between his transcendent stance and his espionage is not
accompanied by the same sadness as his knowledge of his homosexuality.
At least espionage is still part of the general "game" of the Army;
the only "game" he chooses to be fit for.
Carter suggests that Redl's espionage results from his permitting
"his desire and true nature to emerge and to determine the course of
his life."

Because of this passivity Carter seems to regard Redl as a

victim o= some fate.
He is perfectly a~vare that his deal with the Russians will eventually be discovered, but he is helpless to prevent the inevitability
of this discovery. He accepts his fate knowing that society will
not grant him happiness in any case.37
This image of Redl runs counter to th2t pres2:u.ted in the ace:12.

Redl

is not brought to his knees in the scene, nor does he portray a lack of
sp•.rr:l-:.

~edl

lau±s sar:icr::.:::;:;.ly at the incongruity of his position but

revels in his singularity and vitality.

For Redl is chosen for the

espionage because of his refusal to really immerse himself in either
World (homosexuality and the merely elite Army) of Kupfer, Steinbauer
37
Carter, John Osborne, p. 94.
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and others.

His unyielding indiscretions cause his choice by the enemy

and his final discovery by Mohl.
tion.

Redl is tragic in spirit not in situ-

The fact that so many other Army officers are homosexual indi-

cates that Redl's final "destiny 11 is not inevitable--it is chosen.

The

choice is not simply bet'"'"" "being a patriot to his society or patriot
to himself. " with Redl choosing himself. 38

Redl' s choice of espionage

is Redl's choice of a transcendence which he realizes is illusory.
Act III presents the moments in the play tvhen Redl seems most

articulate.

However, while Redl's tirades articulate the superiority

he feels they simultaneously mirror his immersion in the homosexual

world because

they~

tirades and therefore without the intellectual

control and reticence he tvills.

Again, the synthesis.

The first ti-

rade is a<'dre,ed to the Coun te" who has married Redl' s lover.

Red 1 's

charges against her illustrate his elevated self-image; she's a Jew, a
«hore, anc a spy.

But they abo establish his superiority in the homo-

s axual wocld' "I tell you this, you' 11 never know that body like I know
it" (p. 152).

At the height of his elevation he tries to compromise,

but Sophia will not agree.

After ordering her out, he regains control

his rejection of blackmailing or prosecuting the Countess for her esoiona5e and wirh his "little m-oenine noises''

(p.

154) in his sleep.

He

cannot emotionally accept his homosexuality enough to jealously vindicate himself against the Counte,--he believes that one can "discipline"
38

Ibid., p. 97.
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jealousy as one masters a foreign language.
one Se lf aaainst
o

His homo-

sexuality can be controlled by his will--but not in his sleep.
In his tirade against Viktor, his lover who now i-7ants to marry,
Redl again fuses his realities.

He lambastes Viktor because of his

false avaricious values while eloquently expressing his need for the
boy.

Redl recognizes the boy's comparative decadence using his tran-

scendent elitist values: ''You've no memory, no grace, you keep nothing."
Nevertheless, he also recognizes the boy's beauty and youth as he
"takes the boy's head in his arms" (pp. 164-5).
seems out of his power to really control.

His homosexuality now

In these scenes before Redl's

suicide, Osborne focuses upon the &~bivalence of Redl's reality.
Finally, Redl 's counter espionage is discovered by Nohl.

Hhen

confronted ':vith the evidence Redl does not even try to justify himself
or ga:;:e a rrdeal".

Instead he delivers a diatribe against the Spanish

a~d their role in the Hapsburg society.

He maintains his transcendent

image until the offstage shot is heard.

He is finally seen studying a

Bro,n::in; pistol manual--using the traits developed in the elitist Army.
Redl 's final action on ~1a:J· 29, 1913 saizes him the Patriot for Ne of the
title.

For Osborne this phrase inplies nore than just personal satisJst~rne

uses the phrase to

intert\vine a man's private and public image:
Tynan: "Are you a patriot?"
Osborne: "A patriot for whom: A patriot for me, I suppose.
Yes, I'm a patriot in the sense that my life only has
meaning here, not some\vhere else. n39
39

"Osborne and Tynan on Life," p. 5.
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Redl's suicide is a recognition of his two realities: the one derived
from the fixed values of the Army and the one derived from the chaos
and tumult of the society.

Both of these worlds

produced Redl.

Redl

only affirms the transcendent vision; his suicide is a marvel of singular Army precision.

Yet, while he affirms his transcendence, the so-

ciety that produced a Redl is presented as maintained by men like Redl.
Its impermanence is suggested by Redl's suicide in its name as well as
his homosexuality.

Even the other Army officers are not presented with

their lives inextricably fused to the elitist society that the Imperial
Army serves.

Many are either homosexual or very flexible and discreet

in their application of the Army code.

Mohl is concerned less with

the breaking of the code than with reputations.

In the pentultimate

scene the Deputies and Ministers of state consider Redl's suicide and
espionage the result of laxity of standards.

Actually the

dards" of ?-.e.dl's image of society caused the espionage.

'~igid

stan-

Consequently,

Redl the cause c~l~bre of one of the most famous scandals in Cental
Europe40 is not, like Luther, equal to his historical image.
The Brechtian nature of the

~istor~~al

for He is mirrored by Redl's ambivalence.

mic contests.

presentaLion in A Patriot

Osborne presents the society

The iixed, certain world of the Empire encompasses its

opposites--the homosexual and espionage worlds.

With the suicide of

the ultimate Imperial Army man, the demise of the Empire is suggested--

40 "John Osborne and the Boys at the Ball," p. 5.
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because it can no longer function purely; it must embrace its opposites.
Redl's final tirade states that the Hapsburg Empire now smells of death
because of the Spanish--even though they are Catholics.

However,

throughout the play Osborne has presented the death of the Empire-ironically because of the same characteristics which compose Redl's
transcendent self-image: Elitist pride in Catholicism, Race and
country-Still, all we do is celebrate and congratulate ourselves on saving
Europe from the infidel (p. 104).
see nothing about the eighteenth century that makes me believe
the nineteenth was any better. And what makes you think that the
twentieth will be an improvement (p. 107)?

I

I
I

I

Bourgeois Monetary Values in the guise of aristocratic virtue (Redl is
11

discovered 11 both by the Tsarist Russians and Mohl through his lack of

Vien~ese

gull themselves they're gay, but they're just stiffaristocrats like puppets, grubbing little tradesmen or
Je\vS ar:d chambermaids making a lot of one-t\vo-three noises all the
tir.:J.e. Secretly, they're feeling utterly th1varted and empty (p. 132).
jointe~

Inflexibility and certainty-No one is interested in doubts.
ties, that's r.vhat t'be:; .. J2..:-::

~c

This is an age of iron certainl:::o .. ..r

large armies, munitions men, money
(p.

abcut~

ma~ers

rt.!n by

mone~. . :::.eke~s,

for money makers

154).

Suoorciination oi ffian 1 s pleasure to the principles of the church (morality) and the State (responsibility).

1.

I

discretion, especially in spending.)-The

I

Homosexuality is an aberration--

The evasion, naturally, of responsibility . • • For instance in
enjoying the physical sensations of the body without any reference to the responsibilities involved in the relationship. Or,
indeed, to society or any beliefs, such as belief in God
(pp. 143-4).
(The doctor who expresses this view is another subject of the Russian's
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scrutiny and inquiry after Redl's suicide.)
The homosexual world presents one of man's attempts to live in
this structured society.
drag ball.

This >vorld is most intensely presented at the

Osborne states that he began the entire play with this

stage image.
"I >vanted to do a play in >vhich there would be an absolutely ambiguous scene--terribly baroque, with everyone on the stage
looking marvelous. And for as long as possible the audience musn't
kno1v
41 is really going on--that, in fact, they are seeing a drag
bal1."what
The drag ball is presented as a parody of that Royal Ball at which Redl
articulates his transcendent elitism.

At the drag ball the Baron ex-

plains why all the prominent persons risk exposure.

Homosexuality is

an outlet from the Hapsburg imperialism:
This--is the celebration of the individual against the rest, the
us's and them's, the free and the constricted, the $ay and the
dreary, the lonely and the mob, the little Tsarina Lin drag] there
and the E~peror Francis Joseph (p. 131).
Ho'.-ever, the play indicates that the "deviant" society is really part
of the majority.

During the ball Osborne indicates that thereare the

sa~e class divisions, anti-Semitism, 2nd snobbishness.

homosexuality as not inevitable.

The material

It is no deviant conduct of mankind

but of the Austrian Hungarian society that denies man's vitality.

Os-

borne suggests that this society is maintained by men and is capable of

'I
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being changed by them.
The production of A Patriot for Me is actually more Brechtian than
Luther because of the distancing of the audience.

.:;::.:::;:--

Ostensively there

are few presentational devices in the play: music is used realistically
since many scenes are set in various and sundry places of entertainment.
The scenery and costumes are also representational.

Even the lantern

slides tend to be representational; they are used when the Russian
agents launch inquiries into their victims and when the death is reported to the Deputies and Minister.

However, the audience of A Pat-

riot for Me remains more distanced than in any other Osborne play.

Be-

cause Osborne's controversial subject is quite capable of eliciting an
emotional response without his usual devices, he tempers the audience's
emotional overreaction with intellectual lucidity.
action is
the

e~~ected

presen~5:ion

This detached re-

by the historical nature of the plot itself, and

of the scenes.

The historical setting distances the

audience because they know of the demise of the Empire.

While Redl ex-

alts in the certainty, the audience recognizes the impermanence.

Some

critics co:nplain about U1e t-:v'Ei<ty Eo?i..So•lic, jerb:y vigneti:2s of th2
play.42

~vay.

This effect was intentional.

Osborne insists that '''the ma-

'"
"It \vas also the first time I'd ever tackled anything which had the
elements of a thriller. I had a clear narrative and certain facts
4211

Viennese Drag," Time, 17 October 1969, p. 71 and Martin
Gottfried, '"A Patriot For Me','' \..]omen's Wear Daily, 6 October 1969 in
New York Theatre Critics 1 Revie~v, p. 245.
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to put over, \vhich I don't usuallv have to bother ivith.
for a certain distance perhaps."43

That makes

osborne presents the play as a thriller to focus upon the action and
not solely upon the homosexuality.

A thriller requires the workings of

the mind--ratiocination, not emotions.

The jerky pacing focuses atten-

tion upon flux and contingency and evitability of the action.
causality of tragedy is missing.

The

Finally, the sense of impermanence

and evitability in Redl's situation ironically effects a sympathy for
him which eradicates any alienation because of his homosexuality.

The

emotional distancing puts Redl into perspective as one of the Osborne
heroes that we pity for the loss of an ideal vision as we admire his refusal to totally accept the loss.
Both Brecht and Osborne have adopted Shakespeare's Coriolanus.
Brecht's Coriolanus is an unfinished translation and adaptation written
bet~een

1951-3 for performance by the Berliner Ensemble.

Although he

died before the completion of the project, the extant English translation follO\,'S his lengthy scenario except for a major "gapn in Scene 3
of Act I.

"Brecht intended to corc,bine Shakespeare's Scenes 4-10 into
trans lac.;;~

added Shakespeare's scenes with a ~o~ificatio~ of the linguistic
.s ~\rl
l ~ -

P.
,__.

4.:;.

43
44

Osbori.te's A ?~ace C~2.li~;: Its22.f ?.::c-.. e is :-tis latest (1973)

"John Osborne and the Boys at the Ball," p. 5.

Bertolt Brecht, Coriolanus, in Bertolt Brecht, Collected Plays,
Vol. IX: Adaptations: The Tutor, Coriolanus, The Trial of Joan of Arc
at Rouen, 1431, Don Juan, Trumpets and Drums, trans. by Ralph Manheim,
Vintage Books (New York: Random House, 1972), p. 70. Subsequent references to the play will appear in the text.
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45
play; it has not yet been produced on the stage.

The differences be-

tween the two adaptations elucidate, perhaps better than other possible
analysis, the Brechtian techniques that Osborne has adapted. 46
Although it is most probable that Osborne's

~vork

is merely par-

allel to Brecht's--the English translation is quite recent--the selection of the subject itself may have been influenced by the Berliner
Ensemble's second London season in 1965.
included Brecht's Coriolanus in German. 47

The Ensemble's selections
Nevertheless, even without

direct influence Coriolanus presents Osborne and Brecht with a subject
matter that compliments that of their earlier work.

Brecht believes

that the story itself provided both entertainment and the dialectic
material.
We want to have and to communicate the fun of dealing with a slice
of ill~~i~ated history. And to have first hand experience of dialectics . . . . Even with popular ballads or the peepsho>vS at fairs
t~e si~?~e people (who are so far from simple) love stories of the
rise a~d fall of great men, of eternal change, of the ingenuity of
the opp~essed, of the potentialities of mankind. And they hunt for
the truth that is "behind it all. rr48
/. 5

~

John Osborne, A Place Callin~ Itself Rome (London: Faber and
Faber, 1973). Subsequent references to this piay will appear in the
text.
46

Because this analysis of the ad~ptations of Coriolanus by Brecht
au.d Osbcrr..e :vill cl..s.ri.::y- Osjor::.: r.:; .s.C.a-p::at.ior:. of Brecht I have ext.s.r.ded.
the scope o£ the dissertation to include this adapcation by Osborne although the other two adaptations, A Bond Honoured (from a Lope de Vega
play) and Hedda Gabler (from the Ibsen play) will not be included.
47
Esslin, Reflections, pp. 80-1.
48

Brecht, "Study of the first scene of Shakespeare's Coriolanus,"
in "Brecht's Notes,n Bertolt Brecht, Collected Plays, Vol. IX: Adaptations: The Tutor, Coriolanus, The Trial of Joan of Arc at Rouen, 1431,
Don Juan, Trumpets and Drums, ed. Ralph Manheim and John Willett, Vintage Books (New York: Random House, 1972), p. 394. Here in after referred to as "Brecht's Notes."

I
I

',',1

I
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The dialectic would be between the appearance or the historically accepted image and the reality that Brecht perceives in the situation.
Brecht regarded Coriolanus as a tragedy of pride for Coriolanus and a
potential tragedy of Rome, especially of the plebs.
There is no need to ignore "the tragedy of pride,'' or for that matter to play it down; . . . We can accept the fact that Coriolanus
finds it worthwhile to give his pride so much rein that death and
collapse "just don't count." But ultimately society pays, Rome
pays also, and it too comes close to collapsing as a result.49
Brecht's aim in adapting the play was, consequently, to amend the lack
of self-awareness in the masses and heighten their sense of history-that no thing or event is inevitable. 50

Brecht takes the situation of

the play, the irreconcilable conflict between Coriolanus and the crowd
he hates, and tips the balance tmvard the crowd.

In Brecht 1 s adapt a-

tion the characteristic pride of the hero is important to the crowd
only because Coriolanus believes he is indispensable.

Brecht states

that this is a belief to \vhich the crovd ''cannot succumb \vithout running the risk of collapse.
conflict

~vitl-1

Thereby it is brought into irreconcilable

this hero, and the kind of acting must be such as not

only to permit this but to coQpel
merely allmv the empathy

49

~;..rhich

..:;-

.,!..;....

"

Brecht's adaptation will nat

he sees as part of "enjoying the hero

Brecht, "Enjoying the hero," in "Brecht's Notes," p. 374.

so Ralph

Manheim and John \Villett, ed., "Editorial Notes--Adapting Shakespeare," in Bertolt Brecht, Collected Plays, Vol IX: Adaptations: The Tutor, Coriolanus, The Trial of Joan of Arc at Rauen, 1431,
Don Juan, Trumpets and Drums, Vintage Books (New York: Random House,
1972), p. 395.
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Iectually about the tragedy, or near tragedy, of Rome.
is "a richer form of entertainment.

To Brecht this

1151

Ironically, there are very few obvious alienation devices in the
play.

Brecht believed Shakespeare's historical stage was already pre-

sentational; also, later in his career Brecht had returned to the
"ortho d ox t h eatre.

u52

Perhaps, audiences began to expect the more ob-

vious devices of the A-effect in a Brecht production and were emotionally overriding them.
in England.

This may explain Brecht's mercurial popularity

The English were anti-Brecht as long as they understood

the words of the play; they seemed to be angered by the Communist tendencies.

However, they admired his ''precision, passion, acrobatic prow-

ess, and general excellence" of the production--when the alienation devices were the focal points instead of the German, untranslated dialogue.

Esslin explains the phenomenon in his "verdict and final sum-

ming up o£ 3recht himself in England": "if he is only seen without his
words being heard, he is successful; if his texts are understood he is
a total failure." 53

In Coriolanus Brecht's A-effect subverts the usual

tragic response by presenting
development of the society.

Coriola~us

as static while showing

The dialectic is not

the historical and real image of the society.
51

bet~veen

~h2

the histori-

This switch in the usual

Brecht, "Plan of the play," in "Brecht's Notes," p. 375.

52

John Willett, The Theatre of Bertolt Brecht: A Study From Eight
Aspects, A New Directions Book (New York: New Directions Publishing
Corporation, 1968), p. 123.
53

Esslin, Reflections, pp. 80-1.
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focus of a play entitled Coriolanus is the chief alienation device in
the adaptation.

One must understand the words as well as see the ac-

tion to experience this play.
in Shakespeare,

54

Therefore, although the play opens, as

with a scene betwen citizens discussing the condi-

tions of the society--Brecht's initial scene focuses on "the unity of
opposites . • . . between Menenius Agrippa's phony ideological attempt
to unify patricians and plebeians, and their real unification as a result of the war" 55 --instead of focusing on the balance between Coriolanus's view of the citizens and their view of him.
sho'm is a civil war.

"The first thing

That's something too interesting to be mere

background preparation for the entrance of the hero." 56

From the very

beginning, Brecht alienates the audience from their tragic response by
eliminating focus on the tragic hero.

As he does this, the spirit of

the hero is almost incidental to the spirit of the society.

Tragedy is

adapced to comedy.
Osbor::1.e also perceives the play as essentially "about public
feeling.''

However, he realizes as early as 1968 that this was not his

main interest:
Tynan: "Last year you \vere Hor~ing on a modern version of Coriolanus, set in an African republic. ~{hac happened to that?
54

william Shakespeare, Coriolanus, in The Complete Works, general
ed. Alfred Harbage, ed. Harry Levin, Pelican Text Revised (Baltimore,
Md.: Penquin Books Inc., 1969). Subsequent references to this play
will appear in the text.
55
56

Brecht, "Four Short Notes,

11

in "Brecht 1 s Notes,'' p. 377.

Brecht, "Study of the first scene of Shakespeare's Coriolanus,rt
in "Brecht's Notes, 11 p. 378.
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osborne: 11 I got a bit discouraged about it. I didn't know whether
1 wanted to write a play about public feeling when all my instincts
were focusing down on interior things and people's inner self. 11 57
consequently, Osborne's dialectic in A Place Calling Itself Rome is between Coriolanus and the society and Coriolanus and himself.

Corio-

lanus joins Luther and Redl in his inability to extricate himself from
his society that is so tumultuous that it debases the individual.

Os-

borne's Coriolanus cannot exist without the society; his image does not
allow him to have a personal reality apart from his societal or public
image.

Unlike, both Shakespeare and Brecht, Osborne presents his Corio-

lanus with a conscious image or mask.

So that the play also examines

the dialectic within his own identity--until the final synthesis of the
appearance and the reality.

Osborne also adapts ironic comedy from

tragedy.
Yet,

~he

productions.

most ostensive difference in the two adaptations is the
In contrast to Brecht's substantive A-effect, Osborne's

alienation is both external and internal.

Ironically, a play with the

titular emphasis upon Roman society opens with the most private of
scenes--a bedroom, a man and wife, a diary, a dream.

In a parallel

method to Brecht, Osborne alienates his audience from their expected
foc'...!.s--the hero, i.;::ste:::d. ::.f '::-_e

s2:::..e:::~.

L:..ke B::=sd:t, Osborne also r2-

tains most of the presentational Shakespearean historical devices--the
scenes, the non-representational or naturalistic battle and settings.
However, Osborne goes beyond Brecht and Shakespeare with such devices
as bang-on lighting, characters or actors communicating directly to the
5711 0sborne and Tynan on Life," p. 4.
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audience, and such anachronistic elements as airports, paratroopers,
placards from the English society's revolution in 1968, and language
that is full of slang, colloquialisms and obscenity.
be simultaneously set in Rome and England.

This

11

The play seems to

homeyn presentation

is part of Osborne's need to make the audience feel.

For Osborne emu-

lates Brecht's desire to use history as a mirror of the present.

How-

ever, the English audience's familiarity with Shakespeare would not
elicit this response--nor would an African setting or even a totally
Roman setting.

Osborne sees the Coriolanus situation as a continuous

one--but not inevitably so: "'And the
self out every d ay. r rr58

a~vful

thing is that it acts it-

His English audience must realize the possi-

bility and reality of this situation as their situation.
Brecht's society in Coriolanus is unified, yet factious.

All

citizens a::.-2 unified against the Volscians, but there is fragmentation
between the ?atricians and the plebs.

The basic image of the patricians

is that of :·lenenius who is characterized by phony ideology and hypocrisy; he only reveals his true disdain for the tribunes of the plebs
when Coriolanus is to be elected c:J:1sul.

Ho~~e'.·er,

tribunes are the main focus of the play.

In the first scene they are

Brecht

11

the ;?lebs and the

tempers" their image of inferiority to Coriolanus by empha-

sizing their real hunger (a man with a hungry child is invented) and
having Coriolanus enter with an armed guard.

Menenius believes that it

is this army which has stopped their demands (not his parable).
58

.

Ib1d.
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Though to be sure, it was not
The s~·JOrd of my voice but rather the voice of your sword
That toppled them (p. 64).
The people are almost bound by an economic and military prison--as are
those in Hother Courage and The Good Woman of Setzuan, and Galileo.
After the tribunes are elected and applauded, the people's demands are still quieted as war looms with terror for all Romans.
tribunes are characterized as

~

The

spokesmen of the people in Brecht.

one regards the unity of the people under Coriolanus for the war as
greater danger than war because the people's demands will not be answered: "I heard him speak.
than to the Volscians.rr

A man like him's a greater/Danger to Rome

The other expresses the ambivalence of the

people and their umvillingness to condemn Coriolanus: "I don't believe
that.

The valor of his arm/Out\·7eighs his vices and makes good their

harm" (p. 67).
their

opi~i~n

In Brecht the society of plebs are not as negative in
of Coriolanus as they are in Shakespeare:

dog to the commonality" (1.

1.

25-6).

'~e's

a very

(Although Shakespeare's plebs

too, recognize his services to his country.)

The result of this change

in focus is Brecht's image of the plebs as culpably naive--out nJt
.:o~l:.sh.

T[;.ey a::-e wore concerned -;Jil:h food than images and reputations.

The unity of the plebs in the

:;;.r

:.s

ccm.1ec~e<i

to their search

for grain as \-:ell as their recopition of their aeed for Coriolanus as
leader.

Brecht's citizens, unlike Shakespeare's, leave Act I, scene 1

to become valiant soldiers.

Instead of Shakespeare's almost Falstaf-

fian portrayal of the soldiers in war, Brecht merely focuses upon their
sensibility: they do not follow Coriolanus to the gates of Coriole
("the man's insane; not I, "[p. 72]); they loot the enemy because of
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their poverty.

They finally praise Coriolanus' valor.

Brecht essentially follow Shakespeare's presentation of Coriolanus in front of the citizens after the battles.

In both versions the

citizens are quite reasonable in relation to Coriolanus' inflexibility.
The accusation against Coriolanus--that he does not love the people-comes not as a result of a vested interest plot of the tribunes but
from the questioning of the citizens themselves.

When Coriolanus is

labelled a traitor because of his indictment of the "unreasoning mob"
(p. 102) the charge is not seen as false.

He has merely reacted un-

reasonably to a question about the spoils and further announces the repeal of the tribunes, the people's voice, with the "peace."

Again

Brecht focuses upon materialistic concerns, not the clash of personalities.

The tribune's concern in demanding exile is still in the interest

of the people:
Seize the viper
\\Tho's ready to depopulate a city
To be its one and all (p. 104).
After the exile of Coriolanus "lvith the unified applause of the
people, Brecht focuses upon their changiag, evite1ble \vor.ld--where
Coriola!1.'2S is r:.ot

i~d.:..:;?e:t:..:;a.ole.

I~

his scene of the meeting of a

Roman and a Volsce he intersperses Qany
cuss ion of the banish.t:!ent--''Ycu' l.l see.
eat, sleep and pay taxes" (p. 119).

C0~~~

det3ils with

t~e

Hasn 1 t cr.anged much.

Life goes on.

cis-

People

The tribunes re-

iterate this message at the Forum.
SICINIUS
We've made his friends in the senate blush, to see
The world goes on without the hero.
The state, however

175
Endures, and even if he hated it far more
Would still endure (p. 125).
Even

~vhen

news of the Coriolanus--Volsce alliance comes to the tribunes,

sicinius affirms the decision to banish the hero--although the citizens
are afraid without their war-lord and arms: "I'd rather have/A sword to
sho~v

After the patricians' fears of Menenius'

t h an courage II (p. 130).

failure to persuade Coriolanus are confirmed, the citizens (with a minority of the patricians) prepare to live and defend their own city.
Brutus, their spokesman of Coriolanus' military value, states "If the
people who live off Rome won't defend it, then we, whom Rome has lived
off up to now, will defend it.
walls?" (p. 137).

Why shouldn 1 t masons defend their

Brutus 1 change of perspective reflects the final

union of the citizens against the hero for the country:
I have the feeling, shared, I'm told by many
Others, that Rome's a better place
~·Jith t:Cat man gone, a city 1wrth defending,
Perha?s for the first time since it was founded (p. 138).
RoQe is a place of infinite possibilities.

This concept of the chang-

ing nature is expressed in Brutus' speech after Coriolanus' retreat:
"The stone has T.oved.
shakes" (p. 143).
rarrks is

The people taKes/[? cveapo:1s: and the old earth

The presence of the ne\: society of citizens of all

highlig~ted

in the

fi~al

3(:2:12.

Ins~e.ad

ot

~he

Shake.spearian

ending with the death march and the bearing of Coriolanus' body,
Brecht's final scene affirms the life that continues.

It is Brutus who

delivers the final proclamation of the society's victory--since it was
he that represented the disunified, frightened, dependent faction of the
citizens:
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HPNENIUS
He's dead now, therefore let his name
So great before misfortune fell upon
It be enscribed in the Capitol
As that of a Roman and a . . .
BRUTUS
Motion: let the state proceed
With current business.
CONSUL
Question:
His family has petitioned that its women
As stipulated in the la'\·7 of Numa
Pompilius concerning the survivors
Of fathers, sons and brothers, be permitted
To wear mourning in public for ten months
BRUTUS
Rejected (p. 146).
Brecht's presentation of the Roman society as essentially reasonable and -.;vell-meaning casts the spirit of Coriolanus in a shadow.
seems almost a "stick" figure in his inflexibility.
less

admirab~e

than ludicrous.

He

His virtues seem

His elevation, his irreplaceability,

and his imag2 of the citizens are all illusory.

His lack of a hypo-

critical mask is admirable in Shakespeare's play because of the hypocrisy of the tribunes and confusion and emotionalism of the citizens:
His nature is too noble for ~he world.
He ;vould not :flatter fiep::une icr his trident,
Or Jove for's pOI'ler to thunder. His heart's his mouth.
What his breast forges, that his
And, being

a~gry,

He heard the

::::.~-2

~ocs

of

£:~52~

de.a=~

(3.

ciat ever
1
255-259).

However, in Brecht, this rigidity is perverse.

"His switch from

being the most Roman of the Romans to becoming their deadliest enemy is
due precisely to the fact that he stays the same."59

Consequently,

59 Brecht, "Study of the first scene of Shakespeare's Coriolanus,"
in "Brecht's Notes," p. 378.
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Brecht's Coriolanus presents the synthesis of the opposites.

Ironically,

it is the hero's very inflexibility that effects the synthesis of the
ultimate Roman and the basest traitor.
In Brecht, even Coriolanus' characterization as the noblest Roman
is not really "engaging."

His inflexibility amid the constant change

casts him as the "humorous" comic antagonist in a society that is not
really negative.

The audience cannot share his pessimism at the loss

of his ideal in the face of reality because the ideals are life negating ,,rhile the society celebrates change, flux, and humanity.

Although

Brecht's Coriolanus seems to possess the same ideals as Shakespeare's
the differing comic contexts results in a different assessment of these
ideals by Brecht's audience.

Brecht's hero's optimism while willing an

ideal is undercut by the inaccuracy of his vision.

Although a hero's

distorted ,,;orld image can result in audience emotional involvement, as
it does so o=ten in Osborne's plays, Brecht constantly focuses upon the
heroism and not the heroics.

Because

Jim~y

Porter and Martin Luther

combat vapid societies their 'tvilled elevation infuses the societies with
energy.

The energy itself is admir.:::blE..

But,

Coriolant~3'

elevated vitality only immerses him in the comic cowmunity.

energy and will of the citizens.
idealistic in his value system.

Co~iolanus

1

en2.rgy actd

As the vi-

ideals are really only

Therefore, as his heroism becomes mere

heroics he focuses more upon the physical appearance of his self-image
than the essence or spirit.
Brecht's hero remains adamant in his specious transcendence. As the
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citizens grow in their awareness Coriolanus maintains his image of them
and his transcendence above them.

His image of the citizens is natu-

ralistic--they are too much like animals.

He fails to comprehend their

real hunger is causing their disunity and unreasonableness in the initial scene.
You cur
That like nor peace nor war. Har frightens you
Peace makes you insolent. Anyone w·ho trusts you
Finds hares when he wants lions, geese when he looks
For foxes . . • . You curse the senate ~vho ~vith the help of the gods
Maintain some little order. If they didn't
You'd feed upon each other.
Waste grain on them! . . . they'd get their answer
From my s~vord.
Hang 'em! Damnation!
They shouted they were hungry, bellowed slogans
That hunger breaks stone ~valls, that dogs must eat
That breed is made for mouths, that the gods don't send
Fruit fer the rich alone. And much such nonsense (p. 64).
~bus,

Coric:~nus

forgets the people when war is announced--because they

are not really human to him.

The fight itself is his prime considera-

tion; hmvever, he hopes to attract the citizens to \var by luring them
like rats to the grain of the Volscians: "take these rats
gr_a\v their garners" (p. 67).

~·rith

you/To

Rel-ieve:::-, Brecht's focus on .t3:-utus' :id-

monition to the citizens to go t.o c;.;ar

~ec:ause

of Rome and to forget che

Even \vhen he terms the soldiers the "shame of Rome! 11 in battle, Brecht's
soldiers are pardoned because in

~var

Coriolanus is foolhardy (p. 71).

As Brecht presents Coriolanus' desire for transcendence--so that
he even withdraws from the approbation of all men--after the battles,
his image remains inflexible.

His fear about the dangers of the new
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democracy and the increasing po\Ver of the tribunes is unfounded; unlike
shakespeare's tribunes \vho would seek pmver as a Hydra (3.
Brecht's tribunes are not power-hungry--just hungry.

1.

91-104)

After the battle

the Romans are reasonable in their requests of Coriolanus--not selfseeking rabble who want free grain.

As Coriolanus is rtasking" for

votes, he breaks into song (one of the most obvious alienation devices
in the play).

He presents this "entertainment" to embarrass the crowd,

but as he sings he actually diminishes himself.

The contents of the

song call attention to his valor and his wounds:
Here stands C. Marcius Coriolan
Trying to please the common man
He's selling the Roman eagle here
Gentlemen, my wounds. These. And
these.
Look closely. Touch them if you please.
I'll serve you for a penny; I'll
dance . .
For your votes
I've got two dozen scars. I've fought
In eighteen battles (p. 98).
Shakespeare's Coriolanus never shm·;s any pride in his wounds or boasting in the c:-carket place.

Brecht's Coriolanus is ''pure" in his pride-or citizens.

Brecht, Coriolanus is a traitor because he is a false evaluator of the
society's motives ,.,ho would not gi,:e t!!.e p2op!e ::heir due--grain and
respect.
In his leave-taking of his friends, wife, and family Coriolanus
maintains an image of singularity and self-sufficiency.

When he goes

to Aufidius he seeks through "sheer hatred, lust to be avenged on all/
That rabble" (p. 123).

His image of the society has not changed al-
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though Brecht has presented the society's maturing.
ty •·rhich might have made him

11

outsizen

60

Coriolanus' rigidi-

and noble in the earlier scenes

'i:i

noH seems foolish blindness to the real Horld--a 1vorld 'vhich has recognized that he is not indispensable.

To emphasize the essential foolish-

ness of Coriolanus' stance against the Romans Brecht almost completely
reHrites the scene bet1veen Coriolanus and his family that leads to his
reversal.
In Shakespeare, Coriolanus is persuaded by the mother's speech
that emphasizes the clithonic gods of the hearth over the personal image that prevents Coriolanus from being a traitor to himself. (His image demands manhood through military action and candor; all else is

ii

treachery).
0 mother, mother!
\fnat have you done? Behold, the heavens do ope,
The gods look down, and this unnatural scene
They laugh at. 0 my mother, mother! O!
You have won a happy victory to Rome;
But for your son--believe it, 0 believe it!-Most dangerously you have with him prevailed,
If not mast mortal to him (5. 3. 182-189).
As he accepts her appeal, he is aware that he will be sacrificed; so he
atte~?tS

to retain his honor by cakinz peace with Rome--but peace with

his control of the situation; only his mvn po1ver has made it possible

i

i'

for Aufidius to kill him: "O that I had him, with six Aufidiuses, or
more, his tribe,/To use my lawful sword" (5.

6.

127-130)!

In Shake-

speare, Coriolanus' final action is no simple foolish pride in the face
60

"R", "Study of the first scene of Shakespeare's Coriolanus," in

"B recht's Notes," p. 382.
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of reality; his nobility at the end is part of the play's reversal--in
this sense, he is indeed indispensable.
Brecht's parallel scene eliminates all possible grounds of appeals by Volumnia except the purely materialistic ones and the one that
is solely related to Coriolanus' blind pride: the army of the "rabble,n
the precarious position of the nobility, and the demise of his public
image.

There is little mention of the spirit or any higher reasons for

changing his mind.

Even his mother characterizes his obstinance as

"childish"--not a matter of honor.
Enough of
Your childish sentiment. I've something else
To say. The Rome you will be marching on
Is very different from the Rome you left.
You are no longer indispensable
Merely a deadly threat to all . . • • If you see smoke
It will be rising from the smithies forging
Weapons to fight you who, to subject your
Q>;;n people, have submitted to your enemy.
A-;;_2. ~ve, the proud nobility of Rome
Mus~ owe the rabble our salvation from the
Volscians, or owe the Volscians our
Salvation from the rabble (p. 142).
Hhen Coriolanus replies "O mother, mother!

What have you done?" the

audience response is most likely to laugh uhen he cries.
s.o:e;::-cS

~o

His statemeat

be just anothe1· rationalization of his real guilt.

Hhen he

returns from the gates of Ro;r.e ::h<:.::e is n:J ;;:er:!:iu!l. of the p2ace ::i::h
honor--only the S?oi:s.

To the eud Erechc!s Coriolanus seeks merely to

retain his war-like image: the "eagle in a dovecote" (p. 145).

His re-

capitulation is effected, in contradiction to Shakespeare, by "All the
swords/In Italy, and her confederate armsrr (5.

3.

207-208).

With the

shifted focus to the plebs' maturity, Brecht's Coriolanus seems almost
comic in his unincremental repetition of his assertions.

But he also

:
1.
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seems

tragic just in the heightened manner that he affirms his tran-

scendent image.
osborne's presentation of the society is analagous to Shakespeare I s.

There is even in his portrayal the same Tudor implication

that democracy will not function in the society because of its tremendous chaotic turmoil and the self-seeking of all men.

Osborne presents

the citizens as gullible, emotional, and irrational in the initial
scene; but he does not absolve them since hunger is not the immediate
issue that it is in Brecht.

The society is so easily lead that its

discussions and placards belie an essential emptiness.

Osborne terms

them a "mob" instead of a society: "a cross-section MOB of STUDENTS,
FIXERS, PUSHERS, POLICEMEN, UNIDENTIFIABLE PUBLIC, obvious TRADE UNIONISTS,

JOUR.~_\LISTS

~·,

and the odd NEHS CM-!ERA TEAM, SOUND-MEN,

• . •

banners of =he nineteenth-century sort, banners of the modern kind-1

C.-1.IUS M..A.RCI-:.7S: GO FUCK YOURSELF 1 ; 'HE WANT A LAY NOT DELAY' ;

QUARTER 0\v'NS THREE-QUARTERS I ; 'NO HORE TRIX JUST A FIX I
But the co::c.-::on man is not the problem in Rome.

the individual citizen--when not

u~dsr

the

••

O:N"E
(p. 13).

Osborne's picture of

i~fluence

is of an essentially reasoning and good man.

;

1

sf rhe

tribu~e3--

However, as part of a

::.a:..::

A Place Calling Itself Rome are the tribunes, Sicinius (a black \voman)
and Brutus.

They are portrayed as so self-serving that they manufac-

ture much of the trouble in the play between Coriolanus and the plebs.
Their duplicity and malice cannot be expiated; the instruments of
"peace" are the real instruments of the failure of the revolution.

The

citizens pass from the control of the patrician senators to the plebe-
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tribunes.

When Coriolanus is banished, the society remains the

same--although the Brechtian historical frame simultaneously presents
the collapse of that revolution and society as

~vell

as auguring that

of contemporary England.
Coriolanus' role in Osborne's Rome-England differs from both
Shakespeare's and Brecht's portrayal.

In A Place Calling Itself Rome

Coriolanus seeks elevation in the society but is controlled by the
guile of the tribunes.
zens.

He also

~vi lls

He is really banished by them--not the citi-

an image of transcendence that is impossible in

that society for any human being.

The discrepancy between his con-

scious and unconscious images is shown in the first two scenes: the
twilight dream reality and the garrish willed appearance.

This device

of the dream to suggest the non-transcendent reality of the hero is a
staple in nany Osborne plays--most notably, Inadmissible Evidence.
Coriolan-:2s' dream suggests several areas of non-transcendent reality:
i~~ersion

i2 a crowd vs. individual identity; intellectual impotence

\·lith real decisions impossible only "forced ones 11 vs. intellectual control; inaci.lity to urite or speak ?s. real, lucid co;nmunication; arrant

control; tears "far too clos2, cl.cse too ha-::-d'' vs. er:1otional staoility;

vs. action; physical squalor vs. cleanliness (p. 12).

Coriolanus'

ideal self-ima-ge is of willed control over the society, the body, the
mind, the

~vord.

Yet, Osborne's image of man in the society is just the

opposite; this lack of control is most exemplified in Rome by the lack
of real communication.

'~ords

is that they, that is, people, expect

.I,I
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them to mean either \vhat they say, don't say, or may say . .

(p. 13).

osborne himself believes that words are extremely important.
"They may be dispensed \vith, but it seems to me that they're the
last link with God. When millions of people seem unable to communicate with one another, it's vitally important that words are
made to work. It may be very old-fashioned, but they're the only
things we have left. n61
coriolanus .vills his self-control and the real communication of his
vision of the society to the citizens, but he is ineffectual in both
goals.

He can neither transcend ordinary human limitations nor his

historical image.
Coriolanus is Osborne's most accurate evaluator of his society.
Unlike many of the other Osborne heroes, the state of flux and chaos of
the society needs no exaggeration for Coriolanus to transcend the common man (1vho loses his identity in the mob).

His transcendence is so

real that he will always be the malcontent through his awareness of the
s~tuation.

tion.

In this aspect Osborne adopts Shakespeare's characteriza-

Hoxever, Osborne's Coriolanus cannot attain his image of manhood

Hhere the

~,,ord

reflects the heart and mind as Shakespeare's and even

Brecht's Coriolanus can.

Coriolanus' recognition of his inability to

sr&nsceni masks him; a w1lled appearance hides the untranscendent reality.

His concept of
In his first

11

con!:rol 11 cnu"!..c ces.e.nd t:-:.is.

p~jlic

not unjust or irrational.

prese~~ation

Coriolanus' characterization is

tvith no pressing societal problem--like hun-

ger--Coriolanus' portrayal of the crowd in terms of the fearful elements of his dream does not seem as cruel as in Brecht or Shakespeare.
61 "0sborne and Tynan on Life," p. 5.

II
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Peace and ~var both intimidate you. You've no pride or fear either .
. . . You're capable of anything. Every minute some so-called
mind changes itself. You cavil, haggle, you're wise after every
event's been routed by the simplest of intuition (pp. 19-20).
He follmvs the indictment with his own appraisal of Rome 1 s needs--focusing upon his

~villed

transcendent qualities: "in a free and civilized

Rome, this is all achieved not by compulsion of authority but by the
intelligence of individual men" (pp. 20-1).
tity, not the rtshreds of personality."

He admires the whole iden-

But ironically Osborne presents

coriolanus himself becoming a shred of personality.

In Scene 2 he is

only a deputy to Cominius but is promised that his "recognition
come" (p. 22).

Yet, that recognition

~vill

~vill

be only in terms of his cold

pride and valor--not his awareness and insight into the political situation.

Osborne presents part of the genesis of the historical image in

the discussion of the self-serving tribunes after Coriolanus exits to
prepare

fo~ '>Tar.

As they descry his coldness, arrogance and "obvious-

ness,'' the audience synthesizes their evaluation with the crowd's condue~

and

Co~iolanus'

speech and recognizes the sophistry of their

state:nent.
In war, Coriolanus praises his t£0093

urr~il

th~y

arc

b2at~n

then he lambastes them using obscenities and losing control.

:rC\vis ting" his 1vords.

back,

His Herds

In a second at tack manuever, Coriolanus controls

his temper and receives a response.
est" than his controlled cliches.

The dialectic is presented: he is in

control and communicates with empty
understood with a real message.

Hmvever, his tirade is more "hon-

~Vords;

he is spontaneous and mis-

After Coriolanus is wounded he ex-

.._-..fB:Ill'- - - ·
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presses his concern about the distortion of his image:

'~ait

for the

reports, the courts, the writers after the events; the ones who'll call
us bloody and never mind your wounds or skill or patience'' (p. 32).
The war experience is an exercise in control for Coriolanus.

When he

returns to his wife he recognizes the substance beyond the regulations
--he gives vent to his untranscendent emotions:
things.

11

'~'ve

seen and done bad

He immediately regains control and begs her forgiveness for

the "slip" (p. 38).
\fhen Coriolanus expresses disdain at appearing before the people,
his reason is not disdain for the approbation of the mob; he abhors the
use of the "everyday coinage 11 or phrases that '"ill nmake them feel the
illusion of power, or the ritual bestowings of it'' (p. 42).

The tri-

bunes decide to create an opposite image of his concern for the people.
They con\·ince the crmvd of Coriolanus' hatred of them: "Didn't you see
o~e outs=~etched

(p. 47).

palm and the other raising up his finger at you?"

The tribunes persuade through trickery and cliche misrepre-

sentatior: of Coriolanus' motives as Hell as the mob's personal esteem-"You arc conned and conn.ed easily .

rr

(p. u7).

The ease of t!'>,ei?:::

s :·~~-ist pt:?:::suasion :r..s contrasted to Coriolanus' reasoned, controlled

words (until the
ac:ept,::d

oy

tr~~~r:~s

He is not

~......,_....C.;,:4~-\

---'----~

the c. r·.:·.;~ ·.;.r:t::.l he oegins to lose control: "Anything can be

allo,ved to happen or rise up if it's only in the name of common tradition.

Rather than that, they can stuff their boots up to their elbow

and let 'em stay there" (p. 45).

The control that Coriolanus admires

cannot effect the social change that he deems necessary.

But, the emo-

tional language that is little more than a tantrum is so effusive that
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it is meaningless but ironically successful.

The mob's emotional ap-

proval is easily transformed into derision by the tribunes.

Neverthe-

less, the emotional language is more honest; Coriolanus becomes a
traitor ("your mouth is your undoing"[p. 5~ ) as he becomes a real communicator of the society's ills: "let's get to your policies; the ones
without purpose--except to indulge the
rest" (p. 51).

~vorst

of you and pacify the

His final speech before his exile presents his impasse

\vith the society--the emphasis is upon their essentially vacuous uncommunicating "communication. 11
Stay here in your slum. And strike. Communicate. Get shakes with
rumours; fads; modishness; greed; fashion; your clannishness; your
lives in depth. .
• I have seen the future . • . here . . . and
it doesn't work! I turn my back. There is a world else~vhere
(pp. 57-8).
The irreconcilable difference bettveen Osborne's Coriolanus and the
society is
the

~ot

confl~:c

his military pride against the plebs' cowardice--as is

in Brecht's Coriolanus.

In A Place Calling Itself Rome,

Coriolanus is the oracle that ~Vill not be heard by the people--because
both are being controlled by the tribunes.

Even in his transcendence,

Coriolanus is immersed in the society cr the mob.

As he coGrrmni-::ates

emotionally 11e loses himself (or his self-image) and exhibits the same
characteristics t~~t ~= sees ~~ t~s ~o~.

The more
comes real.

che more

~1is

historical image be-

At his final speech he refers to the Romans as animals--

"You common cry of curs" (p. 57) and sings a song (reminiscent of

I

1:

Brecht) that is "a parody of 'the Red Flag' 11 :
I

I

'The Working Class
Can Kiss My Arse
And keep their Red

188
Rag flying high' (p. 58).
The coriolanus who is so troubled by the conditions of the Roman society and the rampant hypocrisy of the tribunes embraces the image that
the tribunes have given him--to achieve some elevation in society.
Even though the historical image is one of snobbish elevation,
coriolanus' self-image is that of a failure.

When he comes to Aufidius

he is "dressed like a working manrr (p. 62); he does not term his treachery as honorable--it is "for miserable spite.n
ure to transcend, but cannot accept it.
his concession to his mother is an

His misery is so great that

attemp~

"you don't kno\v what you've done to him.
\vere right to have done it" (p. 74).

He recognizes his fail-

He

to recover his former self:
But perhaps you do, and you

~rpatches

up the peace" with

"all kinds of concessions" in a document of "peace \vith honour" (p. 76).
SiDce

Osbor~e

has stressed true

transcende~ce,

cow~unication

as part of Coriolanus'

he omits any mention of spoils and merely presents Corio-

lanus' achievement of a personal elevation synthesized with his historical icage

o~

military pride.

Coriolanus remains the traitor to the

Rocr1arcs but is also a0le to achie'i2 hi:::

c0n~rolled

so::li-image, implied

by his criticism of Aufidius:
Y~~ ~&ve ~i~, ~~ni~s, eic~~e~ce. ~~agi2a~ion, affection: but you
have no unders~eni~n; and conse;uently no standard of thocght or
action . . . . You hate any law that imposes on your understanding
or any kind of restraint at all . . . . If your blood's not heated
by passion, then it turns to poison (pp. 76-7).

This final speech is reasoned and restrained but ineffectual; Coriolanus does die.
~·

Yet his action is similar to Redl's in A Patriot for

Both men cannot totally achieve transcendence without their repu-

tation in the society; both accept the impossibility of their real
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elevation as they embrace a historical or public image that is not
completely accurate; both synthesize the public and private images in
a final act that mirrors their concept of transcendence.

Both men are

ultimately immersed in the turmoil and chaos that they detest--since no
human being can escape it.
Osborne's adaptation of Brecht's stage devices essentially should
elicit emotional response and intellectual awareness.
is constant throughout his Brecht experience.
a discernable growth in Osborne's heroes.

This technique

Nevertheless, there is

Archie Rice, Paul Slickey,

and even Luther seek transcendence through heightened vitality contrary
to the "norms" of the society.

Their societies are composed of people

who are mediocre but basically harmless--who are settling into the comic rhythm of survival.

Alfred Redl and Coriolanus are immersed in so-

cieties that are not only tumultuous and valueless but treacherous and
sinister.

Consequently, both men's transcendent ideal is not height-

ened vitality but control, restraint, and intelligence.
juxtaposed to the societies' reality.

Their ideal is

\-!hen Redl and Coriolanus indulge

in emotional outbursts or the "fla:::J.i!l.g"

c;~o::wlo:sues

cf tlte earlier he-

roes they are aware of their immersion in the chaos--not their eleva-

ment of the English society's degeneration.

His presentation of the

heroes in the frame of historical vs. private image suggests his sense
of the evitability of the situation and its critical emptiness.

Even

though the societies can produce men with at least the aspirations to
transcend, it must be remembered that Redl and Coriolanus can not exist
in the society and maintain any vestige of elevation.

Only George

•i
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Dillon and the rest could at least retain the public image of malcontents.

----------

Redl and Coriolanus are not tragic in their deaths.

Their final

suicides arise out of a comic acceptance of their public image bestowed
by the chaotic society.

Their irreconcilable stance toward the comic

world is demonstrated by the ritualistic manner of the suicides.

The

deaths reflect their image of transcendent man at the same moment that
they affirm the societies they detest.

In these later plays, the indi-

vidual cannot exist in the society, even unhappily, and attain any elevation.

Nevertheless, their acceptance of death is essentially the

same decision that all Osborne heroes make--Jimmy with Allison, Archie
with Phoebe in jail or in Canada, Luther with his nun.

CHAPTER V

CONFRONTATIONS IN THE WORLDS OF FANTASY-PLAYS FOR ENGLAND
osborne's Plays for England, 1 produced one year after Luther in

l962,

~vere

critical failures.

The first play, The Blood of the Bam-

~r~, is often labelled the "'feeblest' play in the Osborne cannon. 112
The second play fares slightly better with the public because of its
subject matter; Under Plain Cover is "a sado-masochistic menage" complete in one act with an incestuous relationship. 3
Osborne at his best.

The plays are not

One of the problems is simply that Osborne needs

more time to develop his characteristic comic dialectic than either the
tHo-act "fairy story," The Blood of the Bambergs, or the one-act play
provides.
jusc

~~e

prese~~2d

comic dialectic is not absent from either play; it is
and not developed.

Consequently, the Osborne hero in

both plays, and his comic contests, fade into the backgrounds of the
plays while

~he

societal problems dominate.

to critical focus the "angry you::-.g

::~arrll

Once the society comes in-

epithet canno-c be fat" behind.

1

John Osborne, Plavs for £::-,gl:md: Th.::: 3l.ood of the Ba:nberzs anC.

U:?.Qe:- :?~.~:.:1 So'"..rer :..~ ?::=.-r"-5 ---- :=.::~:.2.:-~:i; ~The Tilood of the Baw.bergs,
II. Under Plain C2ver and ~he ~arid of ?aul Slickev, Evergre2n B:ack

Cat Edition (New York: Grove Press, Inc., 1962).
Will be in the text.
2

3

Carter, John Osborne, p. 120.

Tynan, Tynan Right and Left, p. 109.
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Subsequent references
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The societal problems in The Blood of the Bambergs revolve around
the concept of "royalty religion 11 • 4

In the plot of the play a royal

wedding between Princess Melanie and Prince Wilhelm is jeopardized by
Wilhelm's death.

The ministers, fearing the collapse of the govern-

ment, persuade an Australian photographer who has a remarkable resemblance to Wilhelm (the photographer is the king's illegitimate son) to
take his place.

He agrees and the wedding takes place on schedule.

This basic situation was quite topical in 1962 because of the wedding
of Princess Margaret and Anthony Armstrong-Jones.

During the course of

the play Osborne focuses less on this situation than the reaction of
the

~vorld

to the rrgod-like" royalty (p. 64).

is quite formalized.

A religion of this sort

Censure of the rituals connected with the reli-

gion is presented through press interviews in the manner of a revuesketch witt interviews by the media with various representatives of the
society.

This technique \vas quite popular in the 1960's in England.

The

year before ?lavs for England a successful revue, Bevond the Fringe, 5
began a long run.

Again

rical techniques.

In the interviews the satire is double-edged: cutting

oo<:r1

ir:te:::-vie1ver and

~e

se2 the uopular nature of Osborne's theat-

:.n~:er\'"i.e-;.·ee.

L1.e ?arody of the press emphasizes

the essential inane language and the paradoxical nature of their comments as they make so much ado about nothing.

4

Osborne attempts to imi-

Ferrar, John Osborne, p. 29.

5John Russell Taylor, "Revue," The Penguin Dictionary of the
Theatre (Baltimore: Penguin Books Inc., 1970), pp. 234-5.
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tate the voice of various media people

kno~vn,

at least by type.

His

Hr. Wimple is recognized by the critics as the late Richard Dimbleby.

6

Mr. Himple's "well-groomed humility!' (p. 7), in the cathedral, is juxtaposed to the identical manner during the secular interviews about the
reaction to the wedding.

The setting of the opening and closing scenes

in the cathedral emphastze the concept that the real religion in England is royalty.

The press coverage at the end includes Wimple and

five journalists from different types of papers in England: "a weary,
solemn newspaper . . . . a retarded glossy • • . . a right, rasping popular daily . • • . a mass woman's weekly.
Agency" (p. 59).

• . a large American Nel.fS

Osborne imitates each paper's characteristic style in

a tour-deforce presentation of their wedding coverage.

The satiric

targets in the interviews include the welfare system, the politicians,
the

'>rorkir:.~

our of it

::tan (Mr. Lemon), and the common man's reaction to the glam-

E~l.

The critics find the satire both too exaggerated, hack-

neyed, and somewhat disconnected from the royalty plot.

This is prob-

ably \·,'hy the play resembles the revue-sketch since the intervievs and
the media coverage of the
not pierce the middle.

wed~ing

se~re

tc open and close the play

bu~

George E. Wellworth's assessment is severe but

germane to anything in real life." 1
6

Hayman, John Osborne, p. 5.

7 11

John Osborne: 1 Angry Young Man' (1964)?, 11 John Osborne. Look
Back in Anger. A Casebook, ed. by John Russell Taylor (Nashville:
Aurora Publishers Incorporated, 1970), p. 12.
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The royalty plot forming the middle of the play contains t~vo murders.

One victim is a journalist posing as a footman who discovers

Wilhelm's death and the substitution of Mr. Russell.
colonel Taft, the Prime Minister.

He is killed by

The second victim is just "a loyal

subject" (p. 52) who leads such a little and unimportant life that she
hides under the dirty clothes in the palace laundry chute for two days
and nights just to meet Prince Wilhelm.

When she does, or thinks she

does, she is so overcome with passion--even though she has three children and a husband--that she kills herself exclaiming "It was worth it"
(p. 51).

The satire here is obvious in both cases.

One criticism

lambastes the real criminality of the ministers who plan on issuing a
statement that the 1voman killed both herself and the footman.

The

other action criticizes the press' coverage of royalty to the little
people
li'.'eS

11

11

\vho Fatch, and \vorship" and lead their

in c::"eir

11

11

little unimportant

little place", Hith their "little dignity 11 (p. 51).

These two events do not blend in with the tenor set by the revue-sketch
intervieh'S.
Finally, the critics descry Osborne's presentation of the royalty.

able boredom of the royal li~e.
~'I)'" ~:~ole -;vear:y sys ccn is ~ piP_ni:-:r.g around £::-evs:r- like a royal sat-

ellite in a space of
am so bored! . . . I
I am bored with you,
that even this cheap
a few brief moments,
(p. 58).

infinite and enduring boredom. Oh, my God, I
am so bored, do you hear me, my people? • • •
my people, my loyal subjects, I am so bored
little Australian looks like relieving it for
nmv and then, in the rest of my lifetime

The critical view is that the presentation of royalty is a little too

sympathetic for the satire.
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Hovever, this point is not entirely valid.

8

The sympathy the audience feels is part of the satire of royalty religion since religion implies an elevated object of worship, and sympathy
negates this type of elevation.

Also, Melanie's iciness is juxtaposed

to the common >..roman who conu'1lits the passionate suicide.

Osborne's audi-

ence's antipathy for the ludicrous conduct of the woman would elicit a
more sympathetic response for the "distant" Princess.

They feel for

both extremes while realizing that they are both products of the same
societal values.
It must be admitted that much of the critical evaluations are
valid.

It seems that Osborne \..ranted to write a play in the same mode

as a popular form \vhich was not a play.
obvious.

The difficulty involved seems

The sketch is not a play, nor can several sketches become a

play because of the organic nature of the drama and the complete, "self-

sufEicie:--.:~'

nature of the sketch.

Ho1vever, Osborne does seem to be

auare of this difficulty as he tries to combine the sketch interview
material

~ith

ure from the

the royalty plot.

Perhaps this fusion was doomed to fail-

sta~t--again be~ause

the sketch ezists as a

vig~Et~e

com-

j::2:2 wlcrr :z:ra;ne an:: wichom: causal relationships to other vignettes or

actions.

Yet, Osborne's royalty o:ot does n:Jt focus as i:'l:!Cn oa the roy-

al S".lbstitute

----

A l~1""'\

P11~~c.f
j
-·--- ......

_\.

__

LS

the forgotten man in the

criticism of the play, he is the Osborne hero without the obvious trapPings of language or rebellion.

(His closest brother is Bill Maitland

of l_nadmissible Evidence in Osborne's next play.)
8

Carter, John Osborne, p. 119.

Even in this flawed
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play Osborne is consistent in his presentation of the comic dialectic
that all his heroes experience.

The people in the pictures of the so-

ciety presented in the revue-sketch interviews are Alan Russell's enemies.
There is a discernible pattern in the type of protest the Osborne
hero consciously adapts to achieve transcendence.

The more fragmented

and malevolent the society, the more the hero's stance derives its
values from the past.
the society.

The constancy of ideals counters the tumult of

In this vein there are Osborne's later heroes, Coriolanus

and Alfred Redl, as well as Jimmy Porter (whose vision of the society
is invalid).

The more unified and essentially empty and lumpen the so-

ciety, the more the hero's stance derives its values from ways to beat
the system.
his

Archie Rice, Luther, George Dillon and Jimmy Porter (in

natural~stic

world view) all adopt elevated postures that exalt the

spirit and ::;;2 lack of fixed standards or "noms" of behavior.
Russell is part of the latter group.
Baw.~er::::s

of the

is not only empty

The English society in The Blood

~ut

the >:orship of royalty that Russell
tion of the society's inflexibility.

Alan

is

ritualistic.

It is so imbued in

elevaced t>:;: his r.vily m::mipul_aHe is the trickster Hho is part

glance the story seems unreal--what appears to be fantasy is actually
reality.

But the essence of the fairy story is present in Osborne's

characterization of Alan Russell--the manipulation, the foresight, and
the metamorphosis. 9
9

william Flint Thrall and Addison Hibbard, "Fairy Tale," A Handbook to Literature, revised and enlarged by C. Hugh Holman (New York:
The Odyssey Press, 1960), pp. 197-8.
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From the beginning of the play Russell is contrasted to the other
members of the society: he looks "bored and exhaustedrr (p. 7) during
the interviews and is discovered by the ministers asleep and drunk.

Be-

cause he is Australian he is estranged from the frenzy accompanying the
royal wedding in England.

He believes he will be able to change into

prince Wilhelm and still retain his identity.
tion only because of the material benefit.

He agrees to the decep-

Like Bill Maitland in the

later play, Russell is an opportunist in the society.

He has success

but no real talent.

He chiefly seeks his own enjoyment and is little

interested in duty.

However, he comes to recognize that he is really

not free (the minister stops any thought of departure with a gun) and
that tvith iVilhelm 1 s riches he also inherits problems.
Although Alan believes he is in control of the situation he recog~izes

ttac he is not as hard-boiled and cynical as he believes.

ordinary

h~Jan

limitations fail the trickster.

His

At the height of his be-

lie£ in his transcendent control of the situation, the \voman \vho finally
COThuits suicide enters.

Russell is in control until he recognizes the

"ra\·J desire" in her ''contorte::1. 11 i=>.cc.

He

.:an;:J.o~

manipulate her enough

to accept the ''ugly challenge" (p. 49) that she presents.

Hith her sui-

also realizes that he cannot be the trickster: "She asked too much, too
much from life and too much from me, in particular" (p. 52).

His posed

reaction to the woman is parallel to the minister's reaction to the
deaths of the footman and Wilhelm.

The vital trickster seems as cold

as the royalty.
The usual Osborne comic impasse is seen in Russell's meeting with
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Melanie.

Part of his initial direct characterization has been his vi-

tal sexuality.

He was thereby differenttated from both Wilhelm who

seemed to be suicidal in his pursuit of a faster speed in a faster car,
and Heinrich,the younger brother, Hho is "as queer as a cucumber 11 and
"as bent as a bloody boomerang" (p. 24).

When Russell meets Helanie he

continues his stance of the sensual trickster.

But as the meeting ends

he has synthesized the sexuality to the royalty religion: "being so
close to you, I suddenly understand the meaning of royalty.
long, thrusting, sexual stimulus of the crown" (p. 57).
ends Russell accepts Helanie's frigidity.
away exclaiming that she

11

I feel the

As the scene

As he kisses her, she breaks

can't bear to be touchedn (p. 58)!

Russell

simply replies that he will see her in church thereby combining the attitude of the devil-may-care trickster lvith the man totally im.'1lersed in
the society.

This comic irrmersion is underscored by his real royal

Ins:ead of being inartistic, as Carter suggests, the fact that

Dlooc.

Alan Russell is so "perfectly presentable" 10 as royalty (although he is
an imposte=) is an essential iQage of the comic dialectic.
Obviously, Alan Russell's cha:!:'2.C:tcrizati•nl is ne'lr..t l::c· bs an i:J.portant part of the play.
sa~e

Ho1vever, Russell is not presented Hith the

care that Osborne uses to ex?ose

pec~ally

tribe.

:~e

iroaies of the society.

Es-

noticeable is ?-ussell's lack of the Osborne staple--the diaBesides setting the tone of defiance in other plays, the lan-

guage of the diatribe presents character traits and self-images.
Alan's language is weak in The Blood of the Bambergs since it is jux-
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taposed to the satiric style of the revue-interviews.

Consequently,

the Osborne hero minus both language and focus is devested of his heroic status.
Under Plain Cover is a one-act play about a young couple, brother
and sister, who seem average but who are actually engaged in several
sexual fantasies.
broken up.

The incestuous couple is discovered by the press and

The girl marries an average young man.

However, two years

later she returns to her brother to presumable resume their life-style.
They are together seven years later.

The usual critical evaluation of

the play stresses the sexually abnormal relationship, the press' role in
the society, and the disunity of the two parts.
To some critics Osborne is indicting the press for its impersonal
manufacture of news.
tion of the

Ferrar terms the indictment a "flailing castiga-

'~urderous'

disengage~ent

of Fleet Street

1111

Hmv-

ev2r, perha?s John Russell Taylor's criticism is more apt: the reporter
Stanley seeDs to be the "ghost of Paul Slickey"--a "snooping, cynical
reporter.'' 1?-

The focus in the play

effects of the reporc.

It is

-~s

oore on the reporter than the

o~~Lous th~t

the pcess' influence on

Jenny and Tim's relationship is not peroanent.
on Sta-:::ley, the

represe:::rcs.~i-;:-e

c-=

t:C;:;

However, the effect up-

press, :.s; toe final stage <:lirec-

tion indicates that Stanley "collapses, drunk and miserable.

Dead pos-

siblv" when the reunited couple refuses to heed his admonition that
11 Ferrar, John Osborne, p. 30.

12

"John Osborne," John Osborne. Look Back in Anger. A Casebook,
ed. by John Russell Taylor (Nashville: Aurora Publishers Incorporated,
1970), p. 95.

I
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"You con' t escape the >mr!d.
(p. 114).

Even if you want to, it won't let you"

This final act is a result of Stanley's concept of himself

as the singular upholder of morals in the society.

He is the true man

and others are merely animals.

What sickened rne was the >·•ay everyone behaved. As if it were a
cattle auction. I tell you, I could have cheerfully seized hold of
him
and broken
his neck. Cringing, pleading, whining. It
disgusting
(p. 105).

~s

He smashes the "dream world" (p. 104) of the couple but refuses to pay
the postman for his story because he doesn't "believe in all this trading in human beings" (p. 106).

He introduces Jenny to a respectable

young man with "both feet on the ground" and "nothing wrong or perverted" ( p. 108).

The boy is so respectable that Stan ley is not sure that

he and Jenny really knew each other long enough before marriage.

I

Stan-

ley's morality is compromised by the circus presentation of Jenny's
wedding where the wedding reception is "quickly improvised" (p. 109).
Pe had proe>ised a dignified wedding.

When he comes to the couple's

house nine years later he seeks admission into their isolated dream
li

world because "Life hasn't been too good to me either" (p. 113).

How-

ever, he is not admitted since he s eeb en cry in the !\Uise o i the

POr 10,

In Stanley's plight we can recognize Che barest, almost shadowy
emergence of the Osborne Oerc's comic transcendence thwarted by the
world.

There is also the general progression of the Osborne hero in a

fragmentated, tumultuous society; elevation through morality or past
idealism, recognition of membership in the community of "animals"
("you only try to be moral when you're drunk"[p. lli'ij ) , acceptance of

III
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the perversion \vithout rejection of his transcendence, and death (possibly).

However, the play certainly does not focus upon Stanley as

much as the young couple.

But again it is important to acknowledge

osborne's use of the comic dialectic, even in its most shadowy form, in
every play he writes.
The sexual fantasies presented in Tim and Jenny's private life
revolve around masquerades.
cover" in the mail.

They receive the costumes 'under plain

As doctor and nurse, English upper-crust employer

and maid, they act out what the critics term ttanal-sadistic" relation.

s h 1. ps.

13

Several critics view the presentation of this subject as

Osborne on the soapbox either condoning the necessity for diversions in
the modern suburban marriage, or upholding the rights of the sexual deviate.l4

In the fantasy world of Tim and Jenny there is also a long

discourse

o~

a heretofore unspeakable stage subject--knickers.

This

!eads into a witty discussion of writers of the avant-garde.

Knickers, the eponymous hero of the trilogy. Hey, what about the
critics? . . • Well, you know. This week, we have been to see
knickers . . . . It seems to me that these knickers are speaking
out o~ a private, obsessional world--full of meaning for them . .
\mat do they really offer to put up as an al~<.:rt!ati\,E:? . • . I s~;:pose r.ihat th'?:'

'"::-2:"~

.2.:__~:_~";

~~

. . -~.:-

?~=e

::.:.::.;2:-:.e ..

.a

••

E:.":c.:.t.l:.:,

S:Z.'::.

tnen, of course, there's the obvious influence of Genet . . . .
these knickers may see:n to 1mrk, b·..1t \·Jhat is the manufacturer 1 s attitude to the!!l? • . . :!::: ::::ea::s yc·_: e:.:._:oy:::C. yourself at the ti.:ue, !::u~
nmv you're ashamed to acimit ii: (p. 100)!
Because of this discussion the play is considered to be influenced by
13Tynan, Tynan Right and Left, p. 109.
14

see Welhvorth in Look Back in Anger. A Casebook, p. 127; Carter in John Osborne, p. 122; Tynan in Tynan Right and Left, p. 109,
Trussler in John Osborne, p. 20.
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Genet or as one critic says: Under Pla.in Cover is "a provincial English
casserole of Genet.rrl5
It is true that Genet tvas an important commodity in England at
the time of the play.

The Balcony was produced in London in 1957.

The Balcony and Under Plain Cover are ostensibly similar.
present characters

~vho

16

Both plays

rrsatisfy their fetishesn 17 by playing roles

familiar to the society.

Osborne's play presents the same concept of

sex as "a matter of domination and submission" as Genet's play.

18

The

English play affirms Genet's concept of the need for fantasy in a regimented society.

Through their fantasies Tim and Jenny achieve love and

life.

But, they recognize the ritual, non-real nature of their fanta-

sies.

The ritual fixes their lives as the ritual of royalty religion

affords the English society some certainty.
is also a

~asquerade

Stanley's moral posturing

that attempts to control the lurching flexibility.

However, because his fantasy is interior he cannot isolate himself from
the sociecy and keep the illusion intact.

When he discovers the illu-

sory natcre of his elevated image he cannot divest himself of the masquerade s.s easily as Tim and Jenny.

Therefore, the ::1·. c fr2,:;;r2nt.s of tile
7

Since Ibsen and Sh2•.r (!'Te<;J ::"::-rk: C;.ci'<Jr:i U:::.i·,;e:.:sity Press, 1967), p. 229.
16
John Russell Taylor, "Genet, Jean," in The Penguin Dictionary
of the Theatre (Baltimore: Penguin Books Inc., 1970), p. 113.
17
Ibid., p. 112.
18
Esslin, The Theatre of the Absurd, p. 185.
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lusion.

There is no subject change or "padding" of the play; 19 the

parts are related.
In fairness to the critics the play is flawed.
may suggest Genet, but the technique does not.
simply too short to develop the suggested ideas.

The general tenor

The one-act length is
One is left not with

a theatrical image of man's need of fantasy but with the Osborne verbal

virtuosity ~vhich is most easily connected to the epithet "angry."

l9This is the viewpoint of most of the play's critics including
Trussler, Carter, Hayman, Ferrar.

CHAPTER VI
DREAM-REALITY

k~D

THE PERSONAL CONTEST--

INADMISSIBLE EVIDENCE
The society in Inadmissible Evidence (1965)

1

does not move to the

cacophonous comic rhythm of A Patriot for Me or A Place Calling Itself
~;

this society is simply as vapid as George Dillon's and Jimmy

Porter's.

Life is orderly, materialistic, mechanical and full of es-

sentially sensible and mediocre people.

The hero of this play must

seek elevation in some conduct that disturbs the comic rhythm.

However,

Bill Maitland, a lawyer, is not in a profession that suggests the avantgarde life; he is neither sweet-stall operator nor artist nor bawdy
music-hall entertainer.
Evidence

=o~es

Although J. R. Broivn states that Inadmissible

in a direct successive line from Look Back in Anger, and

The Entertainer, 2 it actually does not.
sa2e cloth.

The hero is not cut from the

He seems closer to those bastions of past societies--

Alfred Redl. and Coriolanus.

Yet, Bill Naitland's society is not as

treat to a control and reticence to elevate himself--he ivould only I".irror the mediocre comic community.

Ina~~issible

Evidence is a transi-

1John Osborne, Inadmissible Evidence (New York: Grove Press, Inc.,
1965). Subsequent references to this play will be from this edition and
will be given in the text.

2John Russell Brown, Theatre Language: A Study of Arden, Osborne,
Pinter and Wesker (New York: Taplinger Publishing Company, Inc., 1972,
p. 153.
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tion point in Osborne's canon--the society man is presented in the
valueless English society.

Therefore, there is no ostensive comic con-

test in the play since Osborne's malcontent now seems successfully content.

The dialectic between the hero's elevated self-image and his

non-transcendent personal reality is the only comic contest in the play.
The dramatic form Osborne uses in this play is essentially devoid
of the extrinsic images of society that Brecht's epic theatre and naturalism present.

Because the inner conflict is focal, Osborne's drama-

tic form concentrates on the interior with a synthesis of dream-reality
and reality-dream.

As in the similar use of naturalism in Look Back in

Anger Osborne gives only a brief objective delineation of the world
that Maitland moves in; he is only objectively seen in his claustrophobic office.
dream.

But even in this office scene Osborne blends reality and

This economic unification of theme to form is perhaps the chief

reason why Inadmissible Evidence is often considered Osborne's best
play--the height of his artistic ~aturity. 3
Inad::J.issible Evidence begins uith a dream sequence
into a realistic presentation of a
~n:J

anotner

drea~

scqGence.

la~vyer's

~vhich

off:!.ce routine

blends

'/h.:i.~h

blends

Ihs Betting rsmains constant throughout

to suggest that the real conflict of Rill

~ai.tl~C.

is Y.Tithin.

IInlik2

3rhis critical evaluation was stated in several sources; for example: Ferrar in John Osborne, p. 33; John Russell Taylor in rrrnadmissible Evidence," in Look Back in Anger. A Casebook, p. 96 (he terms
the evaluation a "critical commonplace"); and Arthur Nicholas Athanason
in his unpublished doctoral dissertation '~ohn Osborne: From Apprenticeship to Artistic Maturityrr (The Pennsylvania State University, 1972)
--Inadmissible Evidence is the last play considered since Athanason
believes it is the height of Osborne's artistic maturity.
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an Archie Rice or even a Luther, Bill Maitland's conscious elevation
and comic immersion are not effected by his surroundings.

He is al-

ready comic in his membership in the privileged middle-class of the
English society.

This membership includes law practice, suburban home,

cultured wife, debutante daughter.

However, while Bill Maitland lives

this life he believes that he is fully aware of its emptiness and can
treat the whole existence as a game.

He achieves his elevation in the

society by flaunting the values and morals and traditions as he beats
its members at their mvn game.
trickster.

His elevated image is that of the

At the end of the play, he consciously recognizes that the

trickster has been

tricked~-Bill

Maitland fails to transcend the society

he scoffs at because he is actually comic in his acceptance of their
values.

His discovery elicits the usual Osborne acceptance and unfor-

give~ess--~actors

vation, he

=~st

in the comic world he finally embraces.

In his ele-

not forgive his acceptance of guilt or even his unfor-

giveness of himself, but must accept it.

Bill Maitland's final rrself-

imposed li~e sentence of isolation'A is a fusion of his elevated
trickster image with his real guilt

(a~~0rding

to th2 norms c£ the so-

ciety he tricks).

conscious awareness of his comic stature.

This dream motif focuses at-

tention upon the disparity between the public image and the reality; as
in the later plays, A Patriot for Me and A Place Calling Itself Rome,
Osborne unmasks the hero very early in the play.
4

Ferrar, John Osborne, p. 33.

In the earlier plays
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the audience recognizes the incongruity of the hero's elevated stance
often simultaneously with the hero, but the delayed awareness here is
effected by the audience's engagement
of the hero.

~vith

the exuberance and vitality

With a hero seemingly as !!establishment" as Bill Maitland,

osborne avoids pathos by highlighting the man behind the mask at the
beginning of the play.

(This structure elicits a more complex response

in the later Brechtian history plays.)
The setting of the dream is the trial of Bill Maitland for
la~vfully

'~n-

and wickedly" publishing and making known and causing to be

procured "a wicked, bawdy and scandalous object," "intending to vitiate
and corrupt the morals of the liege subjects," "to debauch and poison
the minds of divers of the liege subjects . . . '' (p. 9).
object of scandal and concern

5

in his dream.

both his st22ce and his reality.
the

~a~

Bill is an

This concept synthesizes

As the trickster he is a scandal; as

of society he should be concerned and punished.

sents Maitland defending himself against the charges.
outset he is sabotaging his case. 6

The dream preBut from the

His defense of himself (counter to

the dictates of corru.:wn secss) is the e:ssencial sabc·tage; the;:J., he pleads
not guilty 1vhile believing in his guilt.

His defense-indict;nent is an

mocks.
At the beginning of his testimony he seems to be the wily lawyer
5

This phrase is suggested by one of Osborne's television plays,
A Subject of Scandal and Concern (1961).
6 Ferrar, John Osborne, p. 33.
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who tries to deceive the judge about his beliefs.

But the manner in

"IJhich he states his normalcy is so outlandish (he rrflails ") and the
statement itself is so off the issue that he cannot help knmving that
i t condemns him.

In this flailing opening he states belief in "tech-

nological revolution, 11 "the theme of change,n "realistic-decisions
based on a highly developed and professional study of society," "the
inevitability of automation, 11 "programme controlled machine tool line
reassessment.

It

in (pp. 10-11)!

All these affirmations pour out as he is being S\vorn
He even tries to avoid testimony be stressing his

physical infirmity; he complains of poor vision and the loss of his
pills.
1Vhen he begins his defense his mask begins to slip.

Since he at-

tempted to manipulate his S\vearing in into a defense, he must continue;
therefore, since he starts first he will not have the last word.
strategy b2:~=ires.
headache.

His

He opens his defense by recalling attention to his

Eis illnesses, from hangover to cancer of the thumb!, are

used to exc"..!se him from the games of trickster or to reinforce this
image as they absolve him from guilt: "You ?!'etend to be ill ar::d ignoranr just so you can escape reproach.
just to get out of the g.2::1e" h. ll~).
scious and unconsclous origin.

You beggar and belittle your self

:::'he illr::esses have both a ccn-

I~2y are part of the controlled, preI

tense mask of the trickster.

They are also manifestations of the guilt

that he unconsciously feels; thus he gets out of the game.

At the dream

trial the dual and opposite functions of his illnesses merge.

At the

beginning of his defense the elevated trickster uses them to evoke sympathy from the court.

By the end of the dream, when his mask has been

I
i
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stripped mvay, he uses them to explain his "sudden" collapse.

He be-

gins his defense by trying to explain his headache's cause; he has a
hangover since he is a "serious drinker."

His explanation is a marvel

of incongruity as he revels in his drunkeness and voices the society's
view of it.
Oh, an~vay, I'm what you'd call a serious drinker . . . • I can
drink a whole bottle of whisky. Can't be any good for the heart,
can it? It must be a strain, pumping all that fire and damned
rigour and everything all out again? Still, I'm pretty strong. I
must be. Otherwise, I couldn't take it. That is, if I can take it
(p. 14).
As he realizes his disorientation he retreats to his hypochondria.

He

blames his poor performance upon his infirmity: "I could do a lot better,
a lot better, that is acquit myself, acquit myself better" (p. 15).

Be-

fore he continues his defense he tells the judge that he always expected
this trial and has prepared for it.

This statement emphasizes the mani-

pu1.ation a:-,c evilness of his trickster image; hmvever, his performance
negates tte image.
He

c~ntinues

his defense with a confused narrative of his success

(after

rei~erating

nels.

He is unco;:n:::J.itted althou3b still successful in the lm..r and un-

the pain of his headache).

worthy to sit with a group or such brillian.::e.

He vacillates bet>veen as-

He is bright but "only

tolerably bright", even "irredeemably mediocre" so that he has to really
study and apply himself. He has a

11

certain facility" and "a quick mind,

for getting fags and remembering things'' and does not have a quick mind
and "retain[ s] very little.

11

He has

11

a sort of dashing flair for making

decisions" and is "by nature indecisive. rr

These opposites unite a con-

scious public image as trickster and an unconscious private self-concept.

Unconsciously, he never believes his singular elevation.
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Consciously

the elevated image is reinforced by other's: "I have to confess that:
that I have depended almost entirely on other people's efforts'' (pp.

16-9).

He even states that he requires others to achieve his eleva-

tion; of course, this is true since any transcendence of an Osborne
hero needs others to define it.

However, Maitland sees that his singu-

larity has deprived him of the certainty of human companionship; he has
never been able to distinguish friends from enemies because a deceiving
manipulator has neither one.
The dream ends with Bill's "confession" that the trial is some
type of fulfilled destiny.

Yet, the image Maitland presents is one of

immersion into the society--the concern, not the vital scandal.

His

image of the prisoner is one devoid of material possessions; the trickster is
spirit.

~e~unked.

The image also stresses the exterior and ignores the

Down to the cells. Off to the Scrubs, hand over your watch and your
money, take all your clothes off, have a bath, get examin2d, take
all your clothes off in the cold, and the door shut behind you
(pp. 19-20).
The unmasking concludes with the trickster tricked not only by the soe~~=2sses ~is desire for the non-material

values oi the society after he requests to stand down--pleading illness.
I never
tune of
love of
I(p.can't
20).

hoped or wished for anything more than to have the good forfriendship and the excitement and comfort of love and the
women in particular . . . . I am not equal to any of it. But
escape it, I can't forget it. And I can't begin again

His final plea contrasts to the initial charge.
is in control in his wickedness and vitality.

In the indictment Bill
As he is progressively
i

ijl
IJ:'II
11'
,,1 1i'

1
jlli'' I

~1 '
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unmasked he reveals his lack of total control and his longing for common human alliance as

~vell

as societal censure.

Lest we believe this

request is part of his desire for sympathy, \ve might notice that his
admission of the inevitability of his arrest is tantamount to an admission of guilt--hardly a successful legal strategem.

Also, the request

itself is followed by a "torpid moan" (p. 20) instead of theatrical
flailing.

Osborne characterizes Maitland's singularity with vitality

and his comic immersion as almost inanimate and inhuman.
The action of the rest of the play is suggested in Bill's final
plea.

He says he wants the love and comfort of the comic community;

yet, he feels he is unworthy.
Archie Rice's.

This is a reversed elevation similar to

The last lines ("I can't begin again") of the plea fo-

cus on Bill's essential inflexibility.
elevated

i~a6e

He will not compromise.

The

must exist along side of the guilt; immersion in the co-

::1ic corn.c-:curc::'..:::--- must not efface his transcendence.

The isolation of

Bill at the end of the play is the result of this impasse.

Maitland

e::1braces the comic world which regards him as the scandal that needs
punishment.

But his acceptance is ter:,pered by his final pe:rsistence in

wearing the trickster's mask.

He punishes himself for the transgres-

that they have) using Lhe methods of Lhe trickster.

The nature of his

comic contest requires presentation of his self-condemnation in the
dream and also presentation of his strategies of achieving castigation
by a deceptive manipulation of others.

Therefore, the play does not

merely present a man being deserted by society as Trussler suggests.
7

Trussler, John Osborne, p. 21.

7

\
I
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Nor would the play's monologues work better if there were no on-stage
.
8
au d ~ence.

Maitland's elevation and normalcy can only be juxtaposed

by presenting his relationship to the real society.

The picture of his

society, in the law office, is also needed to stress his essential comic nature.

The goals in his unconscious final plea are the real goals

of his society.
The rest of the play presents the progressive unmasking of Maitland that the dream sequence implied.

Until the beginning of Act II,

the play is realistic showing Bill's trickster image in action.

After

this initial verification, Act II to the end of the play "progressively
resemble[s] the feeling of dream and unreality of BILL'S giving 'evidence' at the beginning of Act I."
Some of the time it should all seem actually taking place at the
moment, naturally, casual, lucid, unclouded. At others
the <2:r:. -:c of the dream gro-,;v-s tighter; . . . into a feeling of doubt
as to ~iather there is anyone to speak to at all (p. 59).

particu~ar

Besides

st~essing

the progression in the role that some critics do not

notice: ("::norJ.otony," "a play of extension, a long shivering line drawn
from the ?Dint of departure . .

. play congeals"),9 the transition

the play--Haitland 1 s society never cor:de::U'13 hiD and seeks to punish
He only believes he is of

conser~

value system, he is guilty.

to tl::e socis·:y be: cause, using ti.1eir

Ironically, the society would probably

BRayman, John Osborne, p. 105.
9walter Kerr, "Kerr Reviews 'Inadmissible Evidence'," New York
Herald Tribune, 1 December 1965 in New York Theatre Critics' Review,
PP. 240-1.

~im.
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never indict him since his trickster lviliness and manipulation is so
successful.

He is a subject of scandal and concern only to himself.

The evidence in the play is inadmissible because there is no trial!
Maitland's confrontations proceed from those with his most public
associates to those with his most private ones, from chief clerk to
mistress.

Generally, the other characters are portrayed possessing all

the qualities that Bill seeks, but he cannot extend himself to them.
After he awakens, on his feet, from the dream,Maitland the trickster
prevails in the office.

When he is not able to completely manipulate

his employees, he retreats to his illnesses.

In his morning discussion

with Hudson, Shirley and Joy, he is the glib lecher, societal critic,
and proud expert and critic on law:

J

\{ell s orne thing 1 s made you [ Shirl~y bad tempered this morning, and
I don't believe that languid pipe cleaner of an accountant you're
engaged to has got that much lead in his pencil (p. 22).
Loo~:

a: that beautiful bottom. Don't go much on her [Joy, thereceptic~~st's] face.
But the way her skirt stretches over that little be..c.. You could stick a bus ticket in there (p. 31).

[The c:l.erk Jones would] make a great tvitness 1-10uldn' t he? I
t·TOuldn' t like to see you in che box up against sorneone like old
Winters . . . . He's a tent peg. Made in England_ To be kco~ked
into the grounci. That sor.t_r:r!s l:.~-:2 ~.~,~~-- :;·..::;::~e, c:ar.!~i::-t:S) j-O"'.J.TI&
ali ajcut six degrees under proper consciousness in the
land. The 1rhole bloody isla:1C:'s blo:::ked Fith those fl2tulent, F-Irblind, mating we;::sels (p. 24).
~usbsilci

:J:e' s got all the 'T'2l'::.ngs
(p. 27).

o=

a .g::.od, happy, democratic underdog . . .

They '11 need no more lmvyers. . . . (Bangs ne~vspaper.) Look at this
dozy bastard: Britain's position in the world. Screw that. What
about my position? Vote wheedling catchfart, just waiting to get us
into his bag and turn us out into a lot of little technological dogs
turning his ~vheel spit of endless blood consumption and production
(p. 29).
She's [Mrs. Garnsey, a client] probably one too.

They: are the
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people who go up every year like it \vas holy communion to have a
look at the Christmas decorations in Regent Street (p. 25).
HUDSON: Sometimes I'd like to see you and old Winters [the judge]
have a go at each other in court. I think you'd enjoy that.
BILL: Don't think I couldn't, either. He's not all that good.
Just because he '\vears a wig and I don 1 t. . . . I don't think
the law is respectable at all (p. 25).
His exhilaration continues through a discussion with the conservative Hudson about his divorce clients' idiosyncrasies.

In the dis-

cussion Bill always admires or sides with the party who is wrong according to societal norms.
and two children.

They then discuss his mistress and his wife

But at the mention of his relationship to others and

at his imagined disapproval from Hudson ("There's never any doubt which
side you're on. 11 ) , Bill's defiance becomes apology.

10

I have tried not to cause pain . . • I ought to be able to give a
better account of myself. But I don't seem to be functioning properly. I don't seem to retain anything, . . . They used to say I
had a quick brain . . . . I have a very small, sluggish, slow moving
brain (p. 40).
Bill's self-castigation is self-induced.
drea~,

rs&lly does not accuse him.

almost ac:::i.re his "performance."

Hudson, the judge in the

As a matter of fact, Hudson seems to
Although Bill has expressed some guilt

about hi3 "account," >vhen he is offered the opportunity to gain the lov..:::

in private conversation, as oppos2J to th2 circus
10

a~ena

of his cuter

Robert Brustein, The Third Theatre (New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
1969), p. 146. Brustein believes that this phrase applies to all of the
plays and all of the heroes. 1 believe it is only applicable in Inadmissible Evidence.
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office, with his on-stage audience, with Shirley, the pregnant office
girl, and Mrs. Garnsey.

Both of these discussions take place after

Bill telephones his "forgiving'' >vife, in Hudson's presence.

Strangely

enough he is no longer as self-assured after his "apology" to Hudson
about his marital relationship even though the apology is followed by
a glib diatribe against his family.

We see him retreat to his illness.

But instead of using it to totally manipulate Anna so that he can weekend with his mistress, he uses his condition to effect no communication
at all: "I can't hear you very '"ell. . . . oh, headache, • . • yes, the
usual only a bit worse .

" (pp. 43-4).

In his conversation with Shirley, Bill refuses to extend himself
and offer any human warmth to her.

Shirley is pregnant and is going to

leave and marry her clerk-accountant fiance.
the play

ope~s

Up to three months before

she has been Bill's playmate. However, he has merely

treated her like the devil-may-care trickster who was not only manipulating her but clients simultaneously.
SHIRLEY: One weekend in Leicester on client's business. Two weekends in Southbend on client's business . . . . Four days in
Hamburg 8n client's business. o~e C~ili~Y client's cru~my
.
:..::-!.

-~

"

·-:~=-

.
.:-. :...,--:..:.
:\..

your promising me for your c l.ients ,.,hen you're too busy
with your wife or that ~rs rsicl Eaves his official mis-

-

Bill does not alter this treatment after he learns of her pregnancy and
genuine discomfort.

Instead of extending himself for the "friendship"

which is his goal, he offers money and a disavowal of any responsibility:
I don't think I let you think it was an enduring love affair--in
the sense of well of endless, wheedling obligations and summonses
and things. But, if you think back on it, detail by detail, I
don't think you can say it was fraudulent. Can you7
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The legal terminology sounds the same false note as Bill's opening
speech in the dream sequence.

A specious defense.

been accused, except by himself.

Yet, he has not

After this bit of sophistry in lieu

of concern, Bill states that he fears Shirley's dispossession of their
relationship: "You can't dismvn it.
you are conspiring to kill me. 11

If you do that, you are helping,

This fear is ambiguous.

of his lack of guilt is needed for his defense.

Verification

But since the lack of

guilt in the affair is allied to his trickster image, dispossession
will cancel the need for a defense.
Maitland.

Hmvever, it will also negate Bill

As he accepts his guilt, he must cling to his transcendent

image (p. 49).
Before the arrival of Mrs. Garnsey, Bill asks Hudson to become a
partner in the firm. "(HUDSON seems to react rather pleasurably[p. 5q} .)"
This stage direction is important because in the Second Act realitydcea~

fusi2~

Bill feels that Hudson has gone to another firm when ac-

tually he appears to have only gone for the night.

Bill's promotion of

Hudson is less desire for friendship and union with his "judge" than his
desire for an elevated image.
i~force

his position.

Ths trickster uses tvh0ever he c.:J.n tc re-

Hudson is a definite asset to the office; he

seems to handle a lion's she:::-e of
lieves that Hudson tas
vation.

t~e

cases.
he is

':v'berr

a~tually

Bill finally becondemning this ele-

Bill's belief isolates him, like a prisoner, after the judge

has banished him.
Bill talks to his mistress, Liz Eaves, and keeps his client waiting.

The telephone-monologue differs from his conversation with his

wife.

Liz doesn't give Bill a chance to use his illness to isolate
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himself. ·she asks him about his condition as well as his relationship
to his

~vife.

Because she does not allow his pretense he is able to

articulate the nature of his ambiguous self-concept:
I just felt everyone was cutting me . . . cutting me . . • I know,
I like them as much as they like me • • • • I don't
know whether they're more afraid than I am • . . • I don't exactly
do my best do I.
But it seemed at my expense this time, it
seemed to be out of me . . . as if they were disowning me • . .
(pp. 52-3).
I should care!

Liz's recognition of the ambivalence in Bill's character seems to be
coupled with love and concern.
Mrs. Garnsey is the prototype of several women (Mrs. Tonks and
Mrs. Anderson) clients in the play, all played by the same actress.

In

the scene with Mrs. Garnsey Bill is "paralysed" (p. 55) by her story.
He cannot comfort her, and so she leaves.

What arrests Bill in her

story is that she still cares for her ,.,astrel, adulterous husband.

This

husband is a mirror image of Bill's self-image: a man who is sensitive,
clever, channing, and who "disappoints himself" so much that "he is being hurt" )y everyone tvho censures him.

She is leaving her husband be-

cause she ncan't bear to see him rejected and laughed and scorned behind

-'.

=~e nusba~ci's

much that his glib tongue is inoperative.

co~ciition

stuns Bill so

The image of the punished

alone wastrel merely reinforces Bill's apprehensions.

However, Bill is

also stunned in his recognition of the real love that the man has; there
can be a synthesis of his image and his goals.
who is loved.

He can be the trickster

Mr. Garnsey is not brought before the bar for his con-

duct, nor is he imprisoned.

He is merely divorced.

But Bill's self-

image cannot allow his elevation to be obliterated in amelioration
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through the love of others (he has a wife and a mistress).

Bill can

accept the value system of the society; he wants love and friendship.
He cannot give up his elevation to achieve the goal.

Bill Maitland re-

sembles the other Osborne heroes in their inability to compromise their
conscious transcendence even though it is illusory.

They would rather

embrace both illusion and reality into a synthesis that does not obliterate the essence of either one.

So Act One ends with Bill rejecting
I

the love and acceptance that Liz can offer.
when she sees me 11 (p. 57).

i

"Tell her: to expect me

He reinforces his debauchery with Joy.

During the reality-dream Osborne states that whether Bill is a
scandal or a concern he is essentially alternating these images himself.
He trails back and forth bet~veen lucidity and near off-handedness
and fu~bling and fear and addressing himself. Some jokes are addressed to himself, some bravado is deflated to himself, some is
dialogue betHeen real people. The telephone is stalked, abused,
taken £cr granted, fear. Most of all the fear of being cut off,
of no sc-cn:l from either end (p. 63).
In Bill's first telephone conversation with Liz he explains the
fear that stunned him with Mrs. Garnsey as he describes a cocktail
party that he attended >;vith his \vife.
~L

I only existeci

be~ause

s~e

"I 1 m frightened.

ailowei ffie to,

switch • . . turned off the switch

~vho

bu~

. . It Has as

if she turned off the

k..'1.0<:vs? 11 (p. 62).

Bill

cannot accept the loss of ide!!tit.y inv0lved in his >-rife's pitying lo\?e.
Immediately after this statement he mentions Mrs. Garnsey, who Liz cannot possibly know.

Except for the admission of his fear of real immer-

sion into the community his conversation proceeds in his best jaded
manner.

When he finally finishes the "conversation" he checks the

phones to make sure they are alive.

The phones offer him an audience

I

i
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for his transcendent image.
keep his elevation alive.

He fears losing this audience since they
Hhile he seeks them he is moving beyond them.

During his conversation with Anna (who found him with Joy on the
office floor) Bill casts her as Mrs. Garnsey to his Mr. Garnsey. Through
this casting he attempts to insure his isolation:
It's just that the more they despise me the more admirable and courageous and decent spirited you become [these are almost the same
words Mrs. Garnsey uses to describe herself].
No, I'll not
leave you . . . . you are leaving me . • • (p. 64).
He continues his peculiar type of elevation as he insults her and seems
very worldly and amoral: "must you always say 'mistress'?
melodramatic word for a very commonplace archetype
sound like a pterodactyl who gives you lung cancer

It's a very
you make it

•

II

(

This glibness is present as he speaks to his daughter, also.

P• 64) •
HoweveL,

during all three of these conversations, whenever he is challenged, he
retreats co illness to absolve himself from the abrasiveness of the
trickster.
This strategy of retreat is also apparent when he redials his mistress and declines to meet her because he has cancer of the thumb and
"it's going to be a

day.~~

asks her to wait for him.
t'ter revealed

~,.;h-::!1.

:;::q

He does, hm-1ever, keep her on the hook;

The illusory nature of his elevation is fur-

c...rc......te::::~s

sex constantly" (p. 72).

h"'

·::::::. 'f-,er ::-eal prumiscuity: "I

~vant

to have

Bill is thereby offered another, but different,

reprieve from his concern about being a scandalous object.

But Bill can-

not accept her value system and her candor and admits his fear.

He also

asks her to be on trstandby," like Liz.
His rejection of Joy's pardoning of promiscuity effects his con-
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scious reversal in the next scene.

Bill is a reflector of society's

values in his conversation >vith Hudson and Jones.

Instead of the wast-

rel and lecher, he articulates such ideals as respectability, patriotism, optimism.

He completely reassesses Jones as one who is

11

solid but

forward looking," with a rrsense of purpose and looking forward to the
new frontiers of knowledge.n

This description contrasts with Osborne's

stage direction that Jones rrlooks dull" (p. 73).

In the scene with

Hudson and Jones (the clerk in the initial dream sequence) Bill also is
the ultimate hard-working lmvyer.

However, his ambivalence about this

about-face is suggested when he defends a homosexual whom Jones criticizes.

Bill articulates his values cryptically: "I like the sound of

Maples.

Better than I like Piffords

the respectable law firm

n

(p. 76).

Yet, immediately after this declaration, he expresses the fear of public
censure that the dream sequence presented.

From this point in the play

he is no longer able to completely slip into his elevated, detached debauchery.

He seeks to punish and isolate himself from all who have been

part of hi:; life--his clients, co-\vorkers, family and mistress.
Th2 three clients, t>vo ,,;omen played by the san1e actress as Mrs.
Garnsey, and Mr.

Jv~2pl9s

Trussler suggests. 11

2J

With the twa women, as with Mrs. Garnsey, Bill

sees hi;nsel£ in their husbands--all men vho
the "norms" of society.

h::\~e

sor;;ehow traP-sgressed.

With Mrs. Tonks Bill actually reads her hus-

band's statements thereby achieving the identification with him.

With

Mrs. Anderson, Bill only picks up key words that cause him to remember

11 Trussler, John Osborne, p. 21.
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his mvn marriage.

Bill's reading \•lith Mrs. Tonks points to the con-

scious nature of his elevated image.

Mrs. Tonks accuses her husband of

sexual excesses; her husband denies it and also portrays himself as the
sometimes impotent spouse of a frigid wife who was forced into his affairs.

With Bill reading Mr. Tonks' words the stage image is Bill de-

fending himself against the original charges in the dream.
Mrs. Anderson Bill seems more offensive than defensive.

But with

He accuses

Mrs. Anderson of frigidity and of demanding a love that will only make
her."like some gasping, grateful, stupid dog" (p. 84).

During the

scene with Mrs. Anderson he also invisions himself with his wife dead
and himself free to be quite ordinary.

The implication is that the

prospect of love's dehumanizing and the non-vitality of the marital relationship have caused his stance of the trickster.

Without these

threats to his individual vitality he might be quite normal and medioc r-e.

Be.Zo:ce Hr. Haples explains his arrest Bill calls Winters and believes that he is being slighted when the Judge cannot speak to him.
Bill als::: believes that Hudson is in collusion •tJitb the Judge.

nerely rezninds him o:C their ·-1ee::eni.
ry--his marriage, his

hoD.ose::-Ja~

He l-1t:-

cvnen Ylaples relates !-:is li..::e :::;::;::-

lia::.on::3, his entrapment by an under-

cover policeman--Bill advises him to plead guilty at first because it
"has the advantage of certainty" (p. 97).

Bill sees himself in Maples:

"You feel you are gradually being deserted and isolated, • • • it's inhuman to be expected to be capable of giving a decent account of onesel£11 (p. 92).

But after he hears the entire story, including Maples'
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linson with a male friend in the back of the car that the friend's
,.,ife was driving, Bill recants and decides to fight even though the
Q.

C. uis sure to apply the full rigour of the law and send [them] both
• dmvntt (p. 99).

He seems to admire the flaunting of convention.

The man refuses to plead anything but ttguilty. 11

He actually wants pun-

ishment since he fell into quite an obvious police trap.

He is thereby

an exemplar to Bill who seeks to punish himself even more actively.
In his talk with his daughter,

~vhich

one critic calls his rrmost

eloquent diatribe, 1112 Bill punishes himself by alienating her (who he
realizes he has lost even though he loves her the most.) with his criticism of her cool, sensible, and stylish manner.

He juxtaposes her

manner to his "fibbing, mumping, pinched little ,.;orm of energy."

He

characterizes her as unselfconscious and guiltless, >vhile he is neither.
Yet as he

c~iticizes

her love and kindness as coldness and inhumanity

he finally 2=firms the values of the society he sees in her, and his female clients: "God said, .
the earth.

And subdue it.

Be fruitful and multiply and replenish
you are on your way at last, all, to

doing all four of them . • . . Go on no1/' (P?· 105-7).

?art cf th'2 sub-

duing is the guilt that controls hi!Tl 1vitn its certainty.

The tone of

The comic impasse reached HiLh his daughter is developed in the
play's final scene with Liz.

Liz correctly assesses Bill's concept of

guilt and that he cannot accept her love and remain himself; she knows
12 Gordon Rogoff, "Richard's Himself Again: Journey to an Actors'

Theatre,rr p. 31.
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he wants to be alone.

During the scene Bill's abrasive trickster image

rejects her concern and her genuine acceptance of whatever he is.
believes that guilt cannot exist

~vith

self-knowledge.

his love for her, such as it is, but states that
me here" (p. 113).

Bill, proclaims

'~here's

no place for

That tragic declaration is totally comic.

Maitland cannot be tragic.

Liz

Bill

He is not making, as Gilman suggests, an

rroutcry of protest against what cannot be helped.rrlJ

Osborne offers

Bill several solutions in the play--especially Liz, who would accept
him without enveloping him in guilt.

There is also Anna; although

Bill believes she has in some 1.:ray caused the creation of the "scandalous object" she is less malevolent than simply cool and icily kind and
forgiving.
tion.

These are virtues in the society--Bill chooses his isola-

This is, therefore, not a play that "parades the trappings of

tragedy with an empty heart." 14
bivalent.

Bill's heart is not empty--just am-

He also is dependent upon the society for his elevation.

Consequentl~

after Liz leaves, he phones Anna to tell her that he is

waiting in the office for someone to come and accuse him.

He embraces

the society and his societal mores as facts of his existence that are
inimicably united Hith his self-conscious •vo-::-m of energy.
Although most of the critics of the play recognize the

'~elf-

13 Richard Gilman, Common and Uncommon Masks: Writings on the
Theatre 1961-1970 (New York: Random House, 1971), p. 114.
14 Douglas Watt, "Osborne's 'Inadmissible Evidence' Story of a
Solicitor in Collapse,'t Daily News, 1 December 1965 New York Theatre
Critics' Review, p. 242.

15 Brustein, The Third Theatre, p. 146.
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that Bill becomes a whining nobody in their eyes.

The chief complaint

about the play is that, unlike Osborne's other angry men, Bill Maitland
does not seem worthy of at tent ion; there is no one to rrfeel rr about. 1 6
Part of this antipathy for Bill may be alleviated as we realize that
there are nuances in his n,..rhining."

Osborne also makes us feel for

Maitland as we realize that the guilt he accepts is part of the society's morality.

His exuberance originated from a real human need that

the society could not fulfill.

Our response to Bill Maitland is similar

to that of all Osborne's heroes: \ve pity their immersion in our society;
we admire their exuberant inability to betray themselves in a world that
offers failure and unhappiness for them.
16
Laurence Kitchen, Drama in the Sixties: Form and Interpretation
(London: Faber and Faber, 1966), p. 190.

CHAPTER VII
DRAWING-ROOM IRONIC COMEDY--TIME PRESENT,
THE HOTEL IN AMSTERDAM AND
WEST OF SUEZ
The three plays written after A Patriot for Me present an English
society no longer cohesive in its negative values of materialism, royalty religion, and sterile human rituals.

In Time Present, The Hotel in

Amsterdam and West of Suez 1 the English society is fragmented into economic, intellectual, political, and generational factions.

The vacuity

of the society that pervades Osborne's early English plays is missing.
In these later plays the tenor of the society is discordant; the Englishman's reaction is bafflement.

~his

altered image of the English

society in Osborne's plays is the effect of the altered condition in
the real

s~ciety.

The England of the late 1950's and early 1960's was

plagued by the problems of socialization.

To Osborne these problems

eroded real values in favor of material ones.

With the absence of pre-

sent values, some of the Osborne herce.:; looked to>7::::cJ vestiges oi: the
ui.2 cld.ssed society to fill the void.
mostly the materialistic 92-.st
ligion, etc.

The

~c~!d

-r~_:_,.lc.S

cutsidc of

Ho1·1ever, the common man chose
to

~·..::::->::lt

~ngland

his li£e--ro::,.·a!.ty re-

was virtually forgotten--

1John Osborne, Hest of Suez, Time Present, The Hotel in Amsterdam
in West of Suez, A Patriot for Me, Time Present, The Hotel in Amsterdam:
Four Plays by John Osborne (New York: Dodd, Mead & Company, 1973). All
subsequent references from these plays will be in the text.
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except in moments of crisis (the Suez canal).

His early rebels creat-

ed a fuss to enliven the vapid lQmpen society.
However, by 1967 everyone vas creating a fuss over such important
public issues as genocide, colonization, Castro, Vietnam.

The methods

of creating the fuss were perhaps more exuberant than the earlier heroes' mere words.

There were drugs, protest rallies, pickets.

vate life of the Englishman

bec&~e

suspect in its emptiness.

The priThe Age of

Aquarius ushered in "free 11 sex, communes, abortion clinics, and women's
liberation with equal exuberance.
staples of the society.

Protest and social awareness were

At least the appearance of protest was.

Con-

sequently, the comic dialectic of the Osborne hero had to undergo surface but not essential changes.

Hhereas the heroes of the last two

history plays, A Patriot for He and A Place Calling Itself Rome, resort
to

transce~2ent

cieties,
not.

t~e

controlled stances in their analogous tumultuous so-

Osborne heroes in the plays written between 1968-1971 do

Alfred Redl and Coriolanus derive their ethical codes from the so-

cietal noms that
plays.
poi~ts

~vere

operative immediately before the situation of the

Austria Hungary in 1903 2ad Coriola::-.'..!.8' Rome are societi.es
of transicion from tne fixed to the chaotic.

in the late '60's a..'1.d early '70's is
It is part of <;.;rhat Osl:>:Jrne tc::-;:;:s a
century.'"

r:·:J!.:

at the

"'~1eadlong

a~

However, England

ju:tctio~

of the

?i~_-.:)::.

rush into the twentieth

The Osborne hero of 1968 simply cannot look to the past

(as Jimmy Porter does) to establish his elevation.

The hero's imme-

diate past would be the lumpen society that the earlier heroes rejected.
Consequently, the heroes in these later plays achieve transcendence in
detachment.

This detachment is not synonymous with Archie Rice's moral
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turpitude.

Instead it is the antonym of the rt'unreal sort of medium

hysteria'" that Osborne sees going on in the country.

The detachment

of the later heroes reflects Osborne's own solution to the fragmentation of the society: "'My instinct . .

is to lower the temperature

rather than raise it, . . . If anything, it needs a bromide.

ru2

The

detachment not only contrasts to the tenor of the society but also to
its factiousness.

Osborne notes--

'"What am I?' is a much more interesting question than 'What are we?'
But now they're all 'we-ing' all over the place. And acting as
groups, which I find uninteresting and ugly.rt3
Originally Osborne intended to produce Time Present and The Hotel
in Amsterdam with a "modern version of Coriolanus set in an African
Republic. rr 4

Ho>vever, the plan was abandoned because of real trouble in

African Republics; Coriolanus 1vas shelved until 1973.

The t>vo remain-

ing plays opened t1vo months apart at the Royal Court and >vere trans£erred to ~he \Jest End where they ran simultaneously. 5

One can see in

the setting of Hest of Suez the ge.rm of the original plan; the location
of the play is an Afro-European sub-tropical island ivhere a revolt is in
progress.

;.,'hen Osborne finally co:-apleted A

Pla~e r:ellin~

It.-:e.l£

I~ome

secting to a modern locale,
especially with the allusive

po~ers

of the Brechtiec epic

thea~re.

2Quoted in John Lahr, "John Osborne: Poor Johnny One-Note,".!:!.£
Against the Fourth Wall: Essays on Modern Theater (New York: Grove
Press, Inc., 1970), p. 239.
3

4
5

''Osborne and Tynan on Life," p. 5.
Hayman, John Osborne, p. 113.
Ibid.
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Hayman states that the original trio \vas to be presented "almost in the
manner of a retrospective exhibition.
"'ay pause [emphasis mine]." 6

Or, at least, as a near to mid-

Osborne thereby stresses the detached and

aloof qualities of the plays in contrast to the specious awareness of
the society.

A contemporary revie\V of the plays states that the unob-

trusive joint title of the plays, For the Meantime, indicates that they
are "plays for a time that is mean, which permits nothing larger or
more generous.''7

If Osborne were such a raving revolutionary these

times of social turmoil would surely be as large and as generous as he
could hope for.

However, the sub-citle indicates that Osborne is sus-

picious of the quantity of the protest (it is mean in its useless frenetic activity) as well as the moral quality (it is mean in its essentially self-serving purpose).
The drauatic form of all three later plays reinforces the elevaced ima;2 of the heroes.
tion play.

Each play is a basic drawing-room conversa-

The claustrophobia of the drmving room presents the heroes

detached fros the English society.

In two of the plays, The Hotel in

.U.nsterdam and West of Suez, the isolation is coupled h·ith a remo"::.i
frcm England; Amsterdam and a .fictitious Afro-European subtropical island are the settings- Yet, i!l :!.ig'ct of Jsbe:.-r:.e' s past tecl:'>..n.ical

ir!:HJ-

vacicns, the :forrns of th.-::sE::. ::;:!.c::ys see::: s tr-ar:gE:ly superannuated.

One

critic states that in the first play, Time Present, "Osborne comes as
6
7

rbid.

"'The Hotel in Amsterdam'--Comradely malice? . . • , 11 Atlas, 16
(September 1968): 59.
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near as possible for him to lvTiting a run-of-the-mill play, . .
compares him to Philip Barry.8

rr

He

Carter mentions that comparing The.Ho-

tel in Amsterdam to Noel Co1vard' s Design for Living is a common crititical stance. 9

These plays do seem to derive from a high comedy tech-

nique reminiscent of Barry, Cmvard, and Anouilh.

Osborne even describes

his theatre as succeeding from the same tradition as the French dramatist: "'My line in the theatre is clearly a literate one.

It even comes

out of the French window tradition--or rather through the green baize
door and the servants' quarters . . . . rrrlO
However, Osborne's three plays differ from the high comedy that
they seem to imitate.

The characteristics of high comedy emphasize

the wit of the dialogue, the philosophic detachment, the intellectual
appeal and the lack of compromise of the leading character who effects
the ending on his m-m terms.

Osborne's plays are ironic comedies: the

-;;it: of the dialogue is flm·Jed because the philosophic detachment of the

heroes is only a conscious posture; the final plight of the characters
comes in spite of their ingenuity, not because of it--they are all finally irm'J.ersed in the society they abhor; although there is no ew.otional

is both emotional and intellectu2l.

The r::ajor criticism of the plays

applies the criteria of high co2edy to
the scintillating wit.

t~e~

and finds them lacking in

Most critics of these plays find them boring

8

'"Time Present'--The star's \.;ronderfully bitchy'," Atlas, 16
(September 1968): 58.
9

Carter, John Osborne, p. 105.

10

"John Osborne and the Boys at the Ball," p. 5.
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and desultory.

Lahr's statement is a paradigm of this criticism:

In both new plays, Osborne just lets his people talk . . . . Osborne
forgets that one cannot create a sense of disorder with disorder-that is merely chaos; nor can one find a valid metaphor for middleclass ennui by having a fundamentally boring experience served up
for the audience.ll
It must be admitted that some of this statement is just.

On the stage

there is simply too little happening to completely engage the audience.
In contrast to this atmosphere any action seems contrived and overdone.
Each of the plays has some almost incongruous melodramatic action: offstage deaths related through phone calls, on-stage deaths.

The basic

dearth of action in the plays is part of Osborne's antipathy for the
Happenings, light-shows, mixed-media experiments or nonliterate theatre
of the time.
on.

Osborne, for once, refuses to step on a popular bandwag-

He related the popular theatrical form to the society's tumult.
"I'm co:npletely unsympathetic to all that [the various nonliterate
formsl, because I'm committed to the written Hord. It seems like
democro;c:,- gone mad. . . . I think these new forms of theatre may
suppla~~--are supplanting--what I do.
There may be a case for them,
but I don't see it, and I don't want to see it."l2
More than any other of the plays, Time Present, The Hotel in Am-

sterdaw, and \.Jest of Suez depend upo:1 the "convers2tion" for

presentationally, but not in a d2sultory m?.rm.er.
tually closer to

Barry.

c::e!~ho·v-

t~1eir

The technique is ac-

than high-c:o2eGy dra2atists like P. .nouilh or

Through the seemingly random dialogue the Osborne hero comes to

a realization of his real membership in the cacophonous society and re-

11Lahr, "Poor Johnny On e-Not e, " p. 243 .

12

"Osborne and Tynan on Life," p. 4.
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acts to the discovery with the usual defiant submission.
in the play is straight and progressive.

This-movement

The conversation also presents

the constancy of the elevated stance of detachment of the heroes even in
the throes of defeat in the society.

Even though Osborne seems to be

merely representational or naturalistic in his picture of the middleclass ennui, it must be remembered that ennui is a transcendent pose in
the plays; an empty frenetic activity is the reality.

The action that

seems so contrived actually presents the encroachment of the reality upon the detached transcendence.

The picture of boredom that seems so real

is actually a pose.
Therefore, most of the criticized elements of the plays can be
justified as a part of a representational picture of the comic dialectic
bet~?een

the appearance or transcendent stance, and the reality.

What

seems desultory in the play is actually constant, consistent, and progressive.

What seems a picture of ennui is actually a frenetic attempt

to disguise the real involvement in the society.
"boring'' i. s more difficult to assuage.
i~g,

cast.

Some audiences find Chekhov bor-

perha?s for some of the same reasons!

Critics have constantly

l~oasted

Yet, the charge of

Yet, these last plays lack

Osborne's non-realistic presen-

ration oL the supporting characters in his plays.

For the most part chis

criticism is valid in a realistic context but invalid in the context of
the Osborne plays which are more presentational than representational.
And even in his representational naturalism the unilateral supporting
character is part of the thesis of the play.

Besides, the vituperative

energy, the "simple effort" of the heroes is usually enough to engage
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the audience.

(Remember the critical furor over Redl's

tion in A Patriot for Me.)

characteriza~

However, since the context of the three

plays is essentially realistic (although the conversation is naturalistic) the criticism of the unreality of the subordinate characters can be
applied, in varying degrees, to the three plays.

The characters who are

so committed react almost too passively to the criticism of the "detached" heroes.

In this respect Osborne develops; for in each succes-

sive play the hero is surrounded by more real characters until Gilman in
West of Suez is not even introduced until the play is half over.
As this concession to realism removes the onus of the audience
response from one character it also tempers the usual audience response.
Like Brecht, Osborne's English audience came to expect the presentationrrrl3

al "'entertainment and the tilting at things
response
plays

~o

The emotional

the plays •vas often elicited before the presentation of the

the~selves.

Osborne's plays had a stock response.

With the re-

moval of the spectacle and the concentration on conversational nuance
the

audie~ce

is less able to be totally engaged by the hero.

ence is still required to feel oecause of the

sa~e

comic

The audi-

~~2le~~ic

~=

the earlier plays; but now Osborne elicits an equal intellectual re-

che trio, A Patriot for Me, in 1965.
In Time Present a semi-employed thirtyish actress, Pamela, is
living with a woman M.P., Constance, after both have suffered disas-

13 John Osborne quoted in rrosborne Belies 'Angry Man' Tag.
Writer's Latest Play Hailed in Philadelphia,n p. 128.

British

i\
[,1

233

trous marriages.

At the opening of the play Pamela's mother and step-

sister are at the apartment 1dhile she holds vigil in the hospital over
her dying father Gideon Orrne--a once illustrious actor.

Pamela comes

home during Act One and converses with her mother, step-sister, roommate, and the roommate's gentleman friend and play'ivright, Murray.
a;;:t ends with a phone call announcing the death of the father.

The

In Act

Two, some weeks later, Pamela is in the apartment even refusing to attend the "vulgar" memorial for her father.

But her hibernation must end

since she has managed to become pregnant by Murray.

She calls her homo-

sexual agent, Bernard, to arrange an abortion through one of the Ladies'
Services, in Murray's presence.

Hurray proffers no solice.

She finally

leaves the apartment to go to Bernard's villa in the South of France-to join th2 society of "cornrnittedrr actors that she detests.
In The Hotel in Amsterdam three couples escape from England to
h;:;le up i::: .:: .:irst-class hotel suite in Arnsterdam.

They are all nearing

forty and connected 'ivith the motion-picture industry.

They are "escap-

ing" an ove:c-possesive, tyrannical producer, K. L., for the 'iveekend.
The action of The Hotel in A.rnsterdam is even less evert than that in
:ice Present.

Ihe iirsr act

deli~e2=es

bedrooms for each of the three co;.:?les (Gu.s
gar-et_, Don and _4.:.-ny)> to choose

2

atcempts to select the

t~e!r

!'-2s:e.~_:l""2::~}

a~d

A..'"lnie, Laurie and Har-

tc es::aClish an itinerary,

and, most importantly, to present a cohesive front.

Act Two opens two

evenings later with the group more relaxed but dreading the return to
London and the wrath of K. L.

Their elite circle is broken by the in-

trusion of Margaret's neurotic

siste~ Gillia~

and the profession of love

between Laurie (the Osborne hero) and Annie, Gus' wife.

The play ends
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with a telephone call announcing K. L. 's suicide in London.

They pre-

pare to return to London.
In West of Suez Wyatt Gillman and three of his daughters and their
mates are visiting a fourth daughter, Robin, and her retired Brigadier
husband at their villa on a subtropical island which is 'neither Africa
nor Europe, but some of both (p. 7)."

West of Suez begins with scenes

introducing Frederica and her pathologist husband, Edward and Mary, the
only daughter with children, and her teacher husband Robert.

Robin and

the Brigadier enter and announce luncheon; the rest of the family then
appears: Evangie, the intellectual unmarried daughter, Christopher,
Wyatt's companion, and finally Wyatt himself.

Luncheon begins after

Alastair, a homosexual traveling hairdresser, and the morose, longhaired student, Jed, arrive lvith other habitants of the island.

In Act

T1w, Hyatc and Lamb, both ,,,riters, converse before the arrival of Mrs.
Ja-:J.es, ar:. ::.:-,tervielver.

quite lengthy.

The interview between h'yatt and Mrs. James is

Afterwards t1vo tourists enter--mistaking the villa for

a curio shop and Wyatt exits for the beach.
sounding music 11 pervac'.es.

In Scene 2, "resentful-

Jsd castigates the £a.IT!ily 1 s ennui and. the

revolution encroaches as several armed islanders come and shoot down the
fleeing Hyatt.
The setting o£ each play is not only isolated from the English society but is also a model of bourgeois material success.

In the latter

two plays the settings are basically impersonal since they are sites of
visits--a hotel suite and a villa (Osborne never takes the audience inside the villa).

The aura of detachment is preserved in these settings

by the rather impersonal furniture which reeks of material success.

The

,I.I I
<i
It
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setting of Time Present preserves the air of estrangement from the society by juxtaposing Pamela's furnishings with Constance's.

Constance

is the ultimate woman of the 1960's: politically aware, socially and
professionally successful, and sexually liberated.

Constance's flat is

"severe;" it is more "a working area than a place to lounge around"
with "Scandinavian furniture and abstracts."

Pamela's personality

emerges with the images of "untidiness" ("records on the floor") and of
the theatre ("an old poster. . . . NEW THEATRE, HULL.

GIDEON ORME--

MACBETH--WITH FULL LONDON CAST etc . . . • a rather faded production
photograph of an ageing but pmverful-looking actor in Shakespearian
costume."

Pamela's possessions present an image of almost careless,

indifferent eccentricity ("Japanese lampshades, . . . a pile of expen_:;ive-looking c!_~"t:_~.E" [p. 177] ) •·1hile Constance's professional M.P.
image seens ::-tGdish, cold and regimented.
Each ::1ain character of the plays is part of the world of entertainment.
his use of

All are quite successful in this >vorld.

Osborne justifies

same world in the plays by explaining that the enter-

tainnent world is

010

longer

2

"'closeG: :::etapto:-'":

"nowdays almost everyone is tainted Hitn show business. Dockers are
interviewed in the streets, and writing a play about shm;-biz people
i..s:t':: t:.-:.c 1-:'i..n.:: o£ '=-~'

in shmv-biz now! "14
The occupation of the heroes presents the comic dialectic: in their
professions they are essentially united to all members of society; in
their ability to control their roles or masks they are elevated above

14"0sborne and Tynan on Life," p. 4.

!I

i,,J,i
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the society.

Their control of their real identity and membership in

the society is the ultimate in detachment.

For although the other mem-

bers of the plays are also role-playing, they often do not recognize
the artifice and/or cannot control it.

The heroes all come to a recog-

nition of their immersion in the chaos and seek to retain at least the
image of aloof detachment, even though they know it is futile. 15
Although each one of the three heroes, Pamela, Laurie, and Wyatt,
wages the same comic battle to the same "drmv'' or impasse, each one's
society is slightly different.

Consequently, each one's elevated pos-

turing is also different--they are "detached" from different factions
of the chaotic society with its specious commitment; they are finally
immersed in different \vhirl pools of chaos.
Pamela's life is bifurcated by the value system of her father and
that of
and

contemporaries.

he~

brothe~,

discordant
&~ong

Her

roo%~ate

Constance, her step-sister

Andrew and Pauline, and her mother are all immersed in the

co~lic

rhythm of protest--whether political or personal.

the pujlic issues are the economic crises, Vietnam, and the Cuban-

Castro situation.

The private issues include c·JO:-Jen's libe'!."'.s.tion, se:zu-

al freedom, drugs.

Even Pamela's

pro;:csc; ..;oigail, c.

ie~l.c~;

~ellow

artists are involved in the

a..:c:!:'e.s.s, is .:.c:Istantly intervie\ved about the

"Russian and Chinese doctrinal conflict" (p. 202); Constance's dramatist "friend," Murray, is free enough to have an affair with Pamela.
Her father's value system is similar to many of Osborne's past systems
15

John Russell Brown in Theatre Language, p. 136 notes that ttperformers are in all [osborne's] plays, in one guise or another." This
is, of course, part of the Osborne hero's comic elevation.
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--or at least the present's (1960's) image of them.

Pamela sees in her

father's values an elitism which includes being ''particular about who
visited him" (p. 187), and a series of maxims about what constitutes
vulgarity.
the past.

However, Pamela distills any materialism from the image of
She makes it the polar opposite of the present's tumult.

She only adopts certain values of the past to reckon with the present.
She eliminates any mention of values which would betray less than a
blas~ interest in any situation.

She totally rejects any conduct of

her mother because she has remarried into the echelons of the society.
She also despises her mother's involvement and sexuality.
From her first appearance on the stage Pamela delineates her transcendence over her image of the society.
cerns,

se~uality,

She rejects its political con-

rituals, value system of education and success and

nernbership in the show business that is the open metaphor.
CONSI-~~CE:
Pl0E~~:

Time is in short supply in the present.
Then we should keep it in its place. Whenever we can.
Just because ~;.;e can't ~;.;in (p. 197).
Oh, I think about Vietn&~. Not as much as you do. But
I'm not giving any money away.
. then I think of myself (p. 192).
She's Hadam Distress Fund, my Nmna . . . . mother's a
bat, and, as for the kids, thev're only half conscious
[Pauline 1 s 10hippie boy friend'J \vTites a regular column
--when he's not too high--for the farthest out paper • .
. . thought London 'ivas on the way to being the leadingest place, round the clock city, oh and for freak-outs,
cats, chicks, soul groups, and pushing things, like the
senses as far as they will go (p. 188).
I can make out for myself even if the terrain is all
married men, pooves and tarted up heteros head over
heels about themselves (p. 209).

j,;l
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CONSTANCE: You're very perceptive.
PAMELA: I'm not perceptive. I'm just full of bias. And I'm
uneducated . . . . I've never done anything very memorable (p. 197).
No, I'm not[Abigail]. But if I were, I'd be what I'm
not--a ~vhopping, enduring, ironclad, guaranteed star
(p. 203)!
I don't for instance, feel that most things I do must
be an improvement on ~vhat I did before. So much improvement--like sex. I don't think I'm probably particularly good at it (p. 204).
Well, kid yourself not. You're all of you in show business now. Everybody. Of course, Orme was never in shm..r
business. Books, politics, journalism, you're all banging the drum, all performers now (pp. 212-3).
In her rejection of the society's negative values she overlooks
its positive ones.

There is real friendship and concern proffered to

Pamela by Constance and her mother, Edith.

Hmvever, like all Osborne

heroes, love and friendship is considered an effacing of individual elevat ion; Pa.-:-tela regards it as an exa.-:-tplar of the
\·.-hie~

sh2 :iistains.

He-ing" factiousness

"Yes, I believe in friendship, I believe in friend-

ship, I believe in love.
I don't.

11

Just because I don't know how to doesn't mean

I don't or can't (p. 192)."

Inadmissible Evidence.

Pamela's

i.:-:1a52 of

love, her inability and disconcerns of the society.

~he

isolation is actually illusory.

~vith

The coupling of the inability

But

\Ihen she articulates her code of

conduct of detachment in the First Act,

nr

think: excessive effort is

vulgar . . . . there's a certain grace in detachment," Constance retorts
that her diatribes against the society do not sound detached; Pamela
states that Constance has failed to detect "the content of tone of
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voice" (p. 207).

However, this is an obvious rationalization which in-

dicates Pamela's "hysteria" at being one with the society is actually
bringing her closer instead of farther away.
In most of Pamela's diatribes in Act One she does not substitute
the values of the father for the present.
sent.

She merely rejects the pre-

When she does use her father's system it is usually in trivial

matters--her predilection for champagne.

However in Act Two, after

Orme's death and her off-stage seduction by Murray, Pamela's stance of
detachment is more trivial in its subjects.

Although she maintains her

aloof stance, her previous serious subjects are almost sacred cows.
Her concerns are now mostly external--using the value system of the
past as she retreats from the present:
Orme would have hated the idea. I don't think he ever went to a
memorial service in his life . . . . He'd have thought it very common ( p. 219 ) .
I ch:..nk a sun tan is definitely vulgar. It's like dieting.
vul~ar.
It's just uncollected effort (p. 221).

That's

She decides to leave the apartnent stating that she nshall manage" within her

no~m

>vallsn (p. 224).

Hhen }1urray discovers the reason for her

.c..ojects nis plan as she Cat!tiO'ZlS hir:1 to avoid giving ir: tc Coasta.:u.:e.
She was b!'"·:-·..:g'::c ·..:? ::: :'-.::: ;;:::.:1:::2.p::...e of fulfilment in es nany ;:;·pheres
as possiole. As a st2t:.:tor:: oC:,Jigacic:-,. • . • • There isn't any statutory level of fulfilment we're entitled to . . . • it leads to excess and deception . . . . Lust is o.k. by me. But not \vhen it's
ambitious and gluttonous and avaricious. Then it's vulgar. Very
vulgar indeed (p. 231).
She delivers this detached warning after acknowledging her lack of detachment from the -cvorld of sexuality: "At least I've not dried up like
an old prune after all" (p. 230).

~fuen

Constance returns with the Dom
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Perignon that Pamela considers so vulgar, they both drink it as Pamela
announces her plans to go to Bernard's villa for the suntan which was
earlier so common.

To Pamela, Bernard is a member of a "pessure

group" '"hose characteristics mirror the society, homosexuals: "as a
group they are uniformly bitchy, envious, self-seeking, fickle and usually without passion" (p. 222).

Yet, they are special members of the

society since their lack of passion contrasts to the "love 11 ethic of the
society as well as its committed activity.

Pamela's union with them is

part of her comic acceptance and emotional rejection.

Her emotional re-

jection of her sexuality effects an acceptance of the non-passionate
homosexuals.

But she must also accept their basic societal character-

istics as v1ell.
After this announcement, Abigail
a gentler:1.an :friend.

(dressed like a man) enters with

Hhereas Pa:rrela avoided confronting her in Act One,

she now is civil to her.

She also retracts much of the venom about

Abigail's character and finally concedes that "she's alive in her way"
and "isn't ,.;ooden" (p. 244).

As she recognizes her fellmvship in the

society she retreats tc the past
cuttings.

i~

ter £ather's

b~ok

of the3trical

Throughout Act T\vo her retreat to the past indicates an unP.=.:.-:1ela r s

society is complete; out, she maintains her elevated image until the
end of the play.

The conscious nature of her act is juxtaposed to Con-

stance's phone call to Murray.

Constance is crying freely over the loss

of her friend and mentions Pamela's offer to teach her to cry without
ruining her make-up; Pamela hides her grief.
The society in The Hotel in Amsterdam is similar to that in Time

I

',,

I
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Present, but not as "public."

There are only passing mentions of the

world situation and the state of the society.

Much of the opening con-

versation presents Laurie, the leader of the six, wittily discussing
the establishing of El Fag airline,
HIM" (p. 259)!

'~he

Airlines that floats just for

However, the chief factions of the society that the six

are escaping are their origins and their present success.

With Laurie

as sp•_)kesman they are declaring their detachment from their origins in
the working class and the controlling power of success under the moviemogul, K. L.
In the denunciation of the working class, K. L. and Dan both use
the concept of the open "show-biz 11 metaphor.

What they say about the

movie industry applies to the society at large.

The focus of their at-

tack is their mothers.
[The ,.;o:-~·~ing class is] an unlovable, \vhining, blackmailing show·er.
[~1y mot~2r's]

got a very mean little face. Celebrates every effect,
plays up all the time, to the gallery, do anything for anything.
Self-involved, bullying . . . . I suppose you think her face is pitted
by the cares of \vorking-class life and bringing up her sons on
National Assistance. Well, it isn't. She has that face there because there's a mean, grudging, grasping nature behind it (p. 257).

Tnst 1 s one thing . • . ~,-e. -.-e c.2·.::apea. :r:rcs. . .
My relatives and
all those layabout people I pay to look after us (p. 291).
Ii::l<::y ccncrast thei:::

or:i.;~s

-;vi-:::r -.:=.::sa o£ Z·fargaret Hhose parents are

"nice, gentle, civilized, moderate 11 (p. 257); the emphasis is upon
their aloof qualities.
Laurie's denunciation of K. L. stresses the frenetic quality of
his type of show business.

Again Laurie presents this type of show

business as an open metaphor of the world.
The cock's crowed a bit too often for every one of us.

And every-
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one else. Those he's victimized at one time or another. Oh, he'll
find another spare eunuch knocking around London. The world's full
of hustlers and victims all beavering away to be pressed into K. L. 's
service. Someone always wants to be useful or flattered or gulled
or just plain whipped slmvly to death or cast out into the knackers
yard by King Sham (pp. 260-1).
As Laurie rejects K. L. 's and the society's chaos he disavows any association with it despite the fact that he is a success in that society.
He elevates himself by the mere rejection of the value system.

Like

Pamela, he transcends because he is aware of the inhuman faces behind
the masks in the entertainment world.
his ability to play the part.

He becomes even more singular in

Laurie, like Pamela, also resorts to self-

deprecation to extricate himself from the comic community which he terms
a "chaos and rapacious timidity and scolding" (p. 275).
Laurie's value system in the play is to produce goods that are
"aloof, materials shaped with precision, design, logical detail, cunning,
formality" (p. 275).

Because success in the society cannot yield these

goods he rejects the talent that produces the success and becomes the detached self-critic.

In this guise, he resembles Bill Maitland, although

the role is played for a different audience.
his success is a

r1u~e

If Laurie can indicate that

of the irraci2nal society and that he realizes

this and is not taken in by its sham promises, he is truly aloof and in
control.

If he

cap~_ot

produce the goods that

can create an aloof self.

~irror

his detachnent, he

In this guise his talent is sham; ironically

this effects elevation and comic immersion at the same time.

This role

requires conscious effort to distinguish him from the mindless society.
What I do, I get out of the air. Even if it's not so hot always, I
put my little hand out there in that void, there, empty air. Look
at it. It's like being a bleeding conjuror with no white tie and
tails (pp. 266-7).

,,,
:'
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I'm afraid I usually need a drink. It's the only thing that burns
it out. Need to \veld my guts 1;.1ith a torch. Then about nine, it
eases off. I read the post. Try to put off work. Have a socalled business lunch. That's a good waste of time . . . • I need
the super quality high-thing stuff poured into my tank twice a day
. . . Look at K. L. He's unstoppable, . . (p. 269-70).
My dear Annie, it is difficult. I can't think of anything that
comes easily. It';-all difficult.
Yes, [I am] a plump, middle-aged, played-out grotesque (p. 268).
Laurie rejects K. L. 's control of his personal life.

In order to

extricate himself from K. L., and the society, he sets up a value systern that eliminates the relationships of the society that yield commitment, responsibility and guilt.

To detach himself from this value sys-

tern he seeks an amoral world where one human being does not have to adjust to the mood or convenience of another.
heroes Laurie seeks friendship and
without res?onsibility.
co~~itme~~.

co~~unity;

Unlike the other Osborne
but it is a relationship

It is a relationship without defined goals or

It is a relationship that will elevate him from the so-

ciety.
It's bloody unnatural. How often do you get six people as different as we all are still all together all friends and who all love
each other. After all the tbin:;s t'clat h2ve ns?~'eneJ ':G c:s. I..ike
.• Everyone 1 s married couples nowadays.
that (p. 264).

Thank heaven we're not

J

[Gillian is not one of us. . .. She ,,-ants to r_.mrry everybody
(pp. 281-2).

J

[Gillian \vill be . . . filling
sibility. Damn her, we've just
man out, we haven't got time to
stiff-upper quivering lips and,
(p. 301)?

us up '"ith guilt and damned respongot together again, she's an odd
take off for her coltish, barren,
and klart-on. Am I unsympathetic

Much of Laurie's indecisiveness is related to his detachment from K. L.s
relationship with others.

ui mean K. L. 's got a strong character . • •
i

~
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Does it mean simply someone \vho can impose their \vill on others"
(p. 295)?

This elevated stance is not the reality; the couples cannot escape K. L. or the world.

In Act THo of The Hotel in Amsterdam, the

audience learns that the only reason the three couples are so relaxed
is that they've made those niggling decisions about dining and sightseeing from K. L. 's list.

Gillian arrives and brings the guilt and re-

sponsibility which has really pervaded Act One.

Even as Laurie states

that he is aloof from K. L. 's influence, the rancor of his denunciation
of the mogul belies his real engagement with him.

Immediately before

K. L.'s suicide is announced Laurie professes his love for Annie, but
he does this only after acknowledging his membership in the committed
and "sham" society.
You li'l2 \vith someone for five, six years. And you begin to feel
you do2't kno\v them. Perhaps you didn't make the right kind of effort. You have to make choices, adjustments, you have requirements
to ansc:·;er. . . . I was afraid to marry but afraid not to. .
I'm
not really promiscuous. I'm a moulting old bourgeois. I'm not
very good at legerdemain affairs . . . (p. 306).
Although he recognizes the impossibility of his detachment, he also

be able to escape at another time; hm·1ever, he announces this "plan'' as
he is controlled by the morality of the society, his marriage to Hargaret, his public image and K. L.
In West of Suez the world of the former British colony is basically the same as in the earlier plays.

Wyatt and his daughters affect

a non-commital, non-responsible pose in a world which is seething with
people who are "a very unappealing mixture of hysteria and lethargy,

I'l
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brutality and sentimentality 11 (p. 62).

This image of the society is

verified by a lazy servant, the "resentful-sounding music in the distance" (p. 66) which finally materializes as the armed men who shoot
Wyatt down, and in Jed's speech immediately before this shooting.

Jed

is an American student who summarizes the societal value system which
is rushing into the twentieth century; he verifies Wyatt's image of the
society not only in what he says, but also in his manner of expression.
His speech is a marvel of irrationality, non-communicative profanity,
and empty commitment to the future.
I'm not interested in your arguments, not that they are, of your
so-called memories and all that pathetic shit. The only thing that
matters, man is blood, man . . . . All I see, and I laugh when I see
it, man, I laugh, is you pigs barbecued, barbecued in your own shit.
We're yes, we're going to take over and don't you begin to forget
it . . . . We count and ~ve do, not like you, we really really do . .
. . words, even what I'm saying to you now, is going to be the
first to go . . . . You can't even make love.
. . There's only one
word left . . • . It's fuck, man. Fuck . . . . That's the last of the
Englist-, for you babies. Or maybe shit. You think ~ve' re motherfucking, stinking, yelling, shouting shits. Hell, that's 'tvhat we
are, bejies . . . . I just had an idea. Like that old prick writer
there. Colonialism is the fornication of the twentieth century
(pp. 69-70).
Thus Jed verifies Hyatt's image of society.
hero's conce?t of the

socie:~y

This verification of a

i3 reall:,.- abseil.L: in the two earlier plays.

Each of those plays focuses more u?on the stance of the heroes.

It

Even if homosexuals are not as negative as Pamela imagines, her comic
immersion and unforgiveness is real to her.

This lack of verification

of the heroes' images of the society is a part of most Osborne plays.
In West of Suez, Osborne presents the validity of Wyatt's image of the
society because his detachment would seem more culpable to the English

246
audience.

Pamela and Laurie are detached from their personal assess-

ments of the society.

Their detachment is private.

Wyatt's aloofness

is public because he is presented in the play as the representation and
spokesman of those w·ho reject the fragmented world.

When the rush of

time overtakes Wyatt at the end of the play, as he is shot, Edward's
assessment of the event ends the play:
II

'~y

God--they've shot the fox

(p. 70).

This public nature of Wyatt's protest is delineated in his publie interview.

Pamela and Laurie are members of the world of entertain-

ment, but w·e never see them practicing their craft in public.

lvyatt 1 s

public image is presented as equal to his private reality since he converses with his children and a fello\v "Cvriter, Lamb, before the interview 1vith no perceptible tonal change.

During the interview he notes

that he deliberately adopts a public pose because "it makes life slight-

ly sore:

=~lerable.

The sa;ne applies to private life" (p. 60).

This

public-private pose is one of detached awareness of his lack of talent,
his boredon and his social position.

He even reiterates some of the

assessments that Jed makes of him, but Fi::bo,_I;:
~~0~a~i:

what

~y

~he

.;:ar:cor: ''I think I 1 m

aaughter ?rederica says she is, just a lot of hot shit

, . • blood, vanity, and a certe.i;::
tached enough to forecast his

~=.::-·.'2-S.C:n

dea~h,

(~.

Sl).

He is even ce-

but without acceptance; in answer

to what is his chief "dread" in life, Wyatt replies "Not death.
ludicrous death.

And I also feel it in the air" (p. 64).

But

When he fi-

nally runs away from the armed islanders instead of presenting an image
of cowardice he seems to be affirming his belief that "some people are
better than others" (p. 64) and that protest is "easyrr while grief

"must be lived" (p. 60).
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In his conscious choice of death Wyatt re-

jects both the chaotic committed
which it causes.

society~

the transcendent stance

All three plays suggest that the true Utopia is a

11

place without pain, passion, or nobility.
boredom, or imperfection'' (p. 59).

Where there is no hatred,

Utopia is devoid of the values of

either ''system" because essentially both are merely masks as man, rta
defect" (p. 59), strives for excellence.

The transcendent value system

affords individuality while the society merely allows the existence that
lets actuality be.
without grief.

As in all Osborne plays, actuality wins, but not

This is the comic impasse.

CHAPTER VIII
COMIC ACCEPTANCE IN THE THEATRE OF CRUELTY-A SENSE OF DETACHMENT
In his "Second Manifesto" of "The Theatre of Cruelty" Artaud
states that the theatre could provide what the public sought from
"love, crime, drugs, war, or insurrection."
The Theatre of Cruelty has been created in order to restore to the
theatre a passionate and convulsive conception of life, and it is
in this sense of violent rigor and extreme condensation of scenic
elements that the cruelty on which it is based must be understood.l
This theatre is essentially literate; it is a theatre that is "in no
thing, but makes use of everything--gestures, sounds, words, screams,
light, darkness."

It "rediscovers itself at precisely the point \vhere

the sind re.;::•..2ires a language to express its manifestations. "2

To

Artaud, cr:.relty is not merely gratuitous violent action; it is awareness.
less

"It is a mistake to give the Hard 'cruelty' a meaning of mercibloo~shed

and disinterested, gratuitous pursuit of physical suf-

fec:-irg.
out consciousness and "lvithout the ap?lica<:ion of consciousr!ess. "3
Artaud's concepc oi

tnea~re

de~ands

that tie audience be immersed in the

1Antonin Artaud, The Theater and Its Double, translated from the
French by Mary Caroline Richards (New York: Grove Press Inc., 1958).
p. 22.
2 Ibid. , p. 12.
3

Ibid., p. 102.
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theatrical experience to be truly conscious; they can not merely re-

1

pose.

1

The Happenings in the theatre of the late 1960's focused upon the
audience involvement that Artaud and Pirandello introduced.

1

This audi- 1

ence involvement is really not essentially different from Brecht's

1

alienation effect; it merely posits a different type of audience.

1

~-&ere

Brecht's audience >·las emotive and required the alienation effect

1

to think about a play, Artaud's was cooly intellectual, almost somnam-

1

bulant and disengaged.

1

The goals of both theories is the same--real

understanding and consciousness of the "process" of life.
tres are essentially presentational.

Both thea-

In the Happening, the audience is

engaged to the utmost; for they have to "come to terms 11 with \vhat the
stage presents.

The Happening abandons the "rigid time structure of a

play"; "wuch is left to chance and improvisation"; "boundaries bet1:veen
stage and auditorium, between illusion and reality, are far less clear-

1
1
1
1
1
1
1

The Happening is also part of the literate theatre, or
1

it can be.

Scenarios can be as rigid as deemed necessary with set
1

speeches included.

But the real forte of the Happeni.nc?

::r~uC.3

co Ce the
1

The literate expres1

sion of the meaning that Artaud
1

eliminaceci to
for themselves.

allo~

che

::e> ir-.terpret the experience

Esslin states that the happenings in England are ''anti-

literary theatre of the most extreme kind." 5
4 Esslin, Reflections, p. 204.
5 rbid., p. 206.

1
1
1
1
1
1
1

1

I
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Osborne concurs with Esslin's assessment.
a "' nonliterate theatre [is
ticated.

1

"

J not

He states in 1969 that

very interesting. . . . very unsophis-

He further declares that he has "'nothing to offer it . .

Osborne's assessment of the "happening, light-shows, experiments
with mixed media"? influences his plays during the period from 1968 to
1971.

His three plays during this period seem to be attempts to uphold

the words that Osborne believes are his staples.
It's as simple as that.
I'm stripped. '" 8

else.

I have to.

'"I believe in words.

Take those away, I've got nothing

Consequently, "tvhen Osborne's newest stage pro-

duction, A Sense of Detachment, 9 opened in London in December 1972, it
seemed that the dramatist had capitulated.
'

I

Critics variously termed the

play a "Pirandello-like high\vire act, " 10 a "McLuhan" play \vhere the
"theatre is message, " 11 and a "w·eary and lackluster" experiment with
form. 12
On

L12

surface A Sense of Detachnent is just a Happening.

Host of

the usual devices of an Osborne play are missing: there is no hero;
6

8

"Jo~>.::l

Osborne and the Boys at the Ball," p. 5.

"John Osborne and the Boys at the Ball," p. 5.

9

J::-_n ..;5r::;::::-re, .;,.. ~2::.3-=- ::-= ::,e-:ac>""·::::::.t (London: Faber and Faber,
1973). All subseq-..rent referen·::es to che play \·7i.ll be from this edition
and will be given in the text.

10Pit, "A Sense of Detachment,n New York Times, 5 December 1972.
11 Jesse Birnbaum, "The Audience as Victim: A Sense of Detachment
by John Osborne," Time, December 25, 1972, p. 36.
12 Robert Brustein, "London's Theatre Has the Flu, Too,"
Times, 11 February 1973, sec. 2, p. 19.

New York
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there are few speeches exhibiting his "customary bitef(; 13 there is no
real plot and, therefore, no comic contest that reaches impasse.
stead the play is full of the usual trappings of the Happening.

InWith

allusions to Pirandello, six characters (a chairman, chap, girl, older
lady, father, and grandfather) enter a

11

rying light bentwood chairs 11 (p. 11).

They immediately address the

virtually empty stage,rr ncar-

audience and are soon answered by three planted

he~klers,

a man in a

stage box and shifting interrupters; one comes complete with a wife.
During the play Osborne makes copious use of loud, blasting music which
is usually stopped in

11

almost mid bar" (p. 45).

The music accompanies

slides projected on a screen at the back of the stage.

The lights are

constantly snapped on and off during the performance to present the
slides.

The actors dance, sing, recite all types of poetry, read par-

nography, lecture about the Irish situation, women's liberation, and
lovs.

Ths 2usic ranges from the Supremes and other pop groups to pa-

triotic

an~hems

and Elgar to

~1ahler,

Beethoven, Handel and Mozart.

The

projection screen images include jet planes, marching British soldiers,
pipers, lovers, miners, the Prime Minister, blinded and gassed

It would be too si:uple to s&y that Osbc•rr:e's use of tho?

soldie~s.

E2??eni~g

is merely a fornal experi:::1en:: .)r only arr indic:atio::t of his t.hear:rical
opportunism.

Osborne has always been fully aware of the state of the

theatre and has used this knovledge to his advantage.

Yet, rarely dur-

ing his career has he only concentrated on the form of a play.

In A

13 Ibid.

1[,
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Sense of Detachment there is no Osborne hero, but there is the Osborne
comic context.

There are six characters who are immersed in the English

society as presented in the poems, songs, slides and music who react
with the sense of detachment \vhich Osborne suggests is necessary to cope
with the fragmentation in that society.

Osborne's Happening or theatre

of cruelty does not replace the energy of drugs, love, and crime that
Artaud's theatre seeks to accomplish; Osborne believes that that type of
energy is specious in the society.
of acceptance.

Osborne seeks to present the energy

Therefore, the play provides the lucid consciousness

that was Artaud's ultimate product.

The discovery that the Osborne play

seeks to make is both the cruelty that Artaud defines as "the great preoccupations and great essential passions" as well as the cruelty that
Artaud resists presenting--''the economic, utilitarian, and technical
streamlining of the world, . . . the patina of the pseudocivilized
:nan.

11 16.
-'- ·

.:

~ 1

of Osborne 1 s plays present this vorld vie>v: in the earlier

plays the audience was to be engaged by the great passions of the heroes
lvhile they recognized the civilized 1-10rld that the heroes "performed" i.n;
in the later plays the

audi2nc:~ ~.r:>s

to

)"=!

'2'l.gaged. '::.y t:he dispassionate.

''pseudo" ci·viliza!::icn of tne heroes \vhile they recognized the chaos that
surrounded and eroded

~he ~~~c~s'

t~~~s22ciecce.

In A Sense 0f Detach-

went Osborne turns tb2 l:iappening to his own use; instead of mvakening
the somnambulant audience that most Happenings confront Osborne's play
confronts an audience similar to Brecht's emotive Germans.

The English

dramatist seeks to arrest the "committed" by effecting their recognition

l4Artaud, The Theater and Its Double, p. 122.

1
1
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of the fragmentation and tumult of the society.

1

Recognition \vill lead

1

to the detached acceptance that Osborne values over the mindless com-

1

mitment.
1

The Theatre of Cruelty and the Happening are ultimately aimed at

1

the audience who must sort out what has been presented as they are being blasted out of their stock response.

1

Osborne posits an English

audience in his play that is clearly too involved.

1

There is a stock

1

response to the Happening as a theatrical event among this type of audience.

They no longer fear involvement in the experience and actually

expect to be Hawakened.

11

But because there are essentially two dis-

parate elements of the Happening, the gestic and the message, different
factions of the audience anticipate different emphases.

The involvement

and the anticipation of the English audience troubles Osborne.

'~at

is

disturbing is the danger that the arts are following a familiar pattern
of

turni~g

every man into a spectator who wants to be the referee, and

change t:Ce rules to suit his idea of fun. 1115

As one of the most "pop-

ular artsn 16 the theatre mirrors the factiousness of the society.
faction

~emands

that the art form present only his

In A Sense of Detach""e"-'=

c.-~:::::-:->::

-;-:sse::-,;:s the

through the actors and the planted
~i=~s

ani ac=apts chac their

aud~ence.

i~volve=ent

imag~

of the

Each

~orld.

f3ctions of the society
The real audience -:ecc3-

in a chaotic and baffled so-

ciety is such that their notions of rules are invalid.
As much of the control of the audience is achieved by the bogus
15

16

John Osborne, ttschoolmen of the Left," p. 17.
rbid.

1
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spectators as through the actors.

The great difference between the man

in the stage box and either one of the interrupters is representative
of the fragmentation of the society.

Each interrupter is one of the

1
1
1
1

committed members of the society who insists upon relevance and the con1

cept of progress.

His rule for the theatre is that it be

'~omething

entertaining) but that leaves you with something to think about afterwards 11 (p. 29).
sage.

He demands a movement in the play as well as a mes-

He himself is quite up-to-date on the state of the theatre:

"Joan Littlewood did that years ago" (p. 28).

He detests the singing,

1
1
1
1

dancing and ribaldry but admires any talk of technology, statements
1

from the youth, or debates about politics and social issues.
end of the play he "boos and walks out 11 (p. 60).
as

co~~itted

At the

The box man is just

in his adamant adversion to progress or a message.

He is

1
1

an ordinary working-class man \vho eschews meaning and applauds gesture.
He join5 in the dirty jokes and the ribald poetry, makes passes at the
girl, becoo.es "engaged" during the older lady's reading from the hardcore pornography.

He is tippling during the play and actually sends

ale down to the cast.

The final song at the end of the play meets with

his annla'.:'S3 si::::::2 h2 3e:;:o3 ;::o r:ave e:qected the play to be a musichall revue.
The planted spectators are representational; they do not function
as the usual Happening audience does.
ling.

They are controlled and control-

They have given lines and consistent stances.

Even when the real

audience responds 17 they only mimic one or the other of their represen17Almost every review of the play indicates, as -Birnbaum reports
in "The Audience as Victim," p. 36, that on some "nights it is hard to

!

l

r
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tatives.

Osborne also maintains control of the happening audience be-

cause he uses the proscenium stage.

Most Happenings surround the audi-

ence with lights, projections, and actors.

Osborne's play separates

the audience from the stage and the projections.

Most of the time when

the lights are on for the projections on stage it is dark in the audience.

Only the music really surrounds them and it is usually played in

blasts.

The only consistent surrounding image is that of their repre-

sentatives.

As a matter of fac4 Osborne even indicates that if there

are real interruptions from the audience that the interrupter must
speak for the audience and "return" any of the actors' retorts "with
any of the following abusive lines" (p. 15).

Osborne then lists sever-

al replies that are consistent \vith the interrupter's progressive committed spirit.

The interrupter acts as spokesman to focus attention

on a consistent faction of the society.

The audience is not allowed

to reall-- 2xperience and put it all together as in a Happening, since
they will only activate their stock responses.

By having the inter-

rupter speak for them, taking t·70rds out of their mouths, Osborne .E.E,£-

wring the play, music from a Hide time and class spectrtL'U is
blested, for the
not olast on and off.
events.

Or:.e

Ic is treated as an almost natural part of the

"Cosi fan Tutte" is played because of its appropriateness to

the poem read at the time, ''The Rose Tree" by
11

piece of music does

large rose" projected on the screen.

lv.

B. Yeats, and the

The music plays for a short

distinguish between the paid actors planted in the audience and the
victims--the paying customers."

~
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while but fades: it does not abruptly terminate.
lection

~vhich

The source of this se-

receives a slightly special treatment is an opera that

presents the comic vmrld and the sense of detachment.

Hoy states that

the opera demonstrates comic acceptance and forgiveness.

He presents a

translation of da Ponti's libretto Hhich can emphasize the detachment
that Osborne

sugges~will

follow recognition of the fragmentation of

the society.

J:

[Final Chorus
"Happy the man '>vho accepts life as it really is,
and in all its ups and dmms takes a reasonable vie\v; who can laugh
when others weep and finds peace in the midst of the world's tumult!"l8

\

Throughout the play Osborne presents the audience with life as it really is--tumultuous, ironic, synthesizing opposites.

He juxtaposes this

world vieH ivith that presented by the inflexible spectators, Hho represent the factions in the audience.
or life

~~cir

With the entire image of the cruelty

fragmented vision can be seen as invalid.

Frc·::-2 the beginning of the play Osborne presents the shifting, inelusive nature of reality not only through the gestic devices but
through the characterization of toe actors.
?l:::ty Osbcrne focusss upon both

th.si.~

r""l-=~

At the beginning of the
z.s ?-c:t:cr.s er.d ala·.J ::he.ir

lack of emotional commitrnent to t:.:e profession.

Thsy detach the audi-

to the "obvious over-familiar theatrical device[s]" (p. 12) that .the
play seems to present.

But as they do this they present a picture of

boredom that is undercut by the fact that they do perform well.
are detached from their roles, but not uninterested in them.
18 Hoy, "Comedy, Tragedy, and Tragicomedy, rr p. 642.

They

This con-
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cept is further delineated at the end of the first act when the audience witnesses the stage management detached from their jobs as they
dance to a blaring pop group in either a "rather demented manner" or an
"off-hand" way (p. 27).
their duties.

Yet \·!hen the time comes they still perform

They are not uninvolved: they are merely able to synthe-

size the opposites.
The six characters recall Pirandello's six: but the resemblance
ends

~vith

the number.

They are knmvn to the audience only by relation-

ship to another of the characters or by sex or by duty.

But, they are

marvelously incongruous, since their characteristics embrace many opposites.

The only unilateral character is the Father who died in 1930.

Therefore, he dresses in 1930's fashion and merely sits and plays the
piano and sings.
certain.

The world reflected through his songs is fixed and

The rest of the characters are incongruous as they mirror

the factiJns of the present society.
niss the

t~entieth

Unlike the father, they did not

century.

The older lady gives a speech on the pulpit advocating women's
liberatio::1., reverts to her sexist :role to leave the pul-pit

(sl-Ie

;->sl-:s

and reads pornography to the audience for much
Os~orne

characterizes her

tion" (p. 46).
esting.

o~

readi~g

th~

~=

second act with out

flinchin~.

the material as "gentle declama-

She reads i t as if i t vere merely intellectually inter-

She does understand what she is reading and she accepts it.

The chairman is well educated, "toffee-nosed" (p. 20), an "eyes
upward grotvn-in Committee Man" (p. 16).

He can criticize the program

booklet, but cannot face the "certain dark, painful places" that

11

tve

shouldn't expose--for our own sakes and those of others'' (p. 38).
usually recites poetry from Shakespeare and Sidney.
fe1v ales from the box man he sings

1
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He

However, after a

'My balls are like a red, red rose"

(p. 59).

His ambivalence is presented even in his farewell to the

audience:

'~nd

may the Good Lord bless you and keep you.

Or God rot

you" (p. 60).
The chap relates the story of his life and loves and sexual conquests.

When he concludes, he explains the "deep essence of those re-

lations hips.

He states that he has "been walled up in" ''Women's _!!!-

sides" and their rrdespairs and agony" since he can remember (p. 37).
Yet, he interacts with the girl on a fairly superficial level during
most of the play.

He assumes the pulpit to deliver a speech about the

political situation in a "thick Belfast accent" (p. 52).
so engages the girl that she berates the audience.
leaves

th~

This speech

But the chap merely

pulpit and explains that he was ''running out of steam any-

Hay" (p. 53).

Almost immediately later he makes another speech that al-

ternates bettveen a sexist and a 1vomen 's liberation image of \vomen.
ter this speech the girl again tries to interact

She incongruously invites the cha? to
that begins in retaliation or
speech.

c~e

~iss

her

a~

~~th ~he
tbe eGi

Lhap.

o~

Af-

She

a speech

sexisc posicion in the chap's last

Her language is consistent with her committed and modern char-

acter traits: "People don't fall in love.

~ idea is no longer
effective in the context of modern techniquesrr (p. 58). After the kiss,
the chap's statement synthesizes the antagonistic ambivalence in his
character:

I
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Oh, heart~ dearest heart. Hhat does that mean! Rhetoric. I do,
I have, I ve ~..,ranted you, >vant you, will, may not and so on. I love
you, yes. I shall. Shan't . . . • Do. Don't. ~fill. Wont't. Can.
Can't. I wish I were inside you. Now. At this moment . . . However (pp. 58-9).
The detachment of the actors is not only implicit in their ambivalence; it is also part of the ambiguity of their roles as actors.
Throughout the play the audience is never certain whether the actors
are indeed acting or whether they are reacting naturally.
ries between appearance and reality are never defined.

The bounda-

This ambiguity

is part of Osborne's concept of the theatre as an open metaphor.

The

real.ity of everyone is often the appearance--and vice versa.
The sense of detachment in A Sense of Detachment is obviously not
the same as the stance of the heroes of the previous three plays,
Pamela, Laurie, and Wyatt.

These heroes equate detachment >vith eleva-

tion, isolation, and negation.

Their detachment denies fragments of

life that :hey deem negative and even demeaning in the quest for individuality.

\Then they discover that they are part of the entire cruelty

of life, c::-tey cannot forgive their im:nersion in the comic community.

an acceptance of the lurching flexibilities of the society.
~~a~=s:

-~-

I~s

H~ppening

They move

heroes oi t:he previous plays

affect detachment Hith an energy that belies its essence.
ters of the

In

The charac-

let actuality be; they let the Horld, the real co-

mic antagonist, win since they realize that one cannot apply any rules
to the lurching flexibilities of the society.

They accept the tumult,

the cruelty of passion and the cruelty of dispassion, the past and the
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present.

At the end of the play the six characters summarize the evening
as a presentation of

11

'\vhat you'd call your lot.

hands and sing a song from the past,

11

Our lot.

rr

They join

Widdecome Fair in its original, 11

as they "produce bunting with the 1;vords on each piece THE--VERY--BEST-OF--BRITISH--LUCK.

rr

After the old song they hum

11

lfuen You Are Weary,

Friend of Mine" and leave the stage to return to Hface the audience but
with no sense of 'Taking A Call''' (pp. 59-60).

This ending emphasizes

the Chance that is the essence of comedy in the uncertain English society, the acceptance that is the necessary comic spirit in this society which is the opposite of the energy of the Osborne hero's simple
effort, and the union and immersion of the actors and their incongruity
'lvith the audience.

This image of the ironic comic society is the back-

ground of all Osborne's plays though heroes may loom in the foreground.
Even then

:~2

heroes adjust to the comic rhythm of the society, accept-

ing their lots.

r

1
1

CONCLUSION
1

This study applies the concept of ironic comedy (developed from
1

the comic theories of Bergson, Meredith, Frye and Langer) to the subject matter, dramatic forms, and audience response of Osborne's stage
plays from 1957 to 1973.

The ostensive comic contest in all the plays

is between a member of society and the values of that society.

There

is also a more essential confrontation between the Osborne hero's

1
1
1

idealized self-image of elevated vitality and will and the private personal reality of failure to transcend natural human limitations.

1

1

Often

the idealized elevation of the hero results in distortion of the antithetical values of his society to emphasize the hero's singularity and
isolation.

But every hero's criticism of society has some validity be-

cause the societies in the plays are all essentially negative.

Both

contests end in comic impasse: the ideal self simply embraces the reality of

~on-transcendence

and the reality of the society as inimical

facts of existence.
Osoorne's experiments in
play, Brechtian

cab~ret

a~2

dra~atic

~7:~

fo~m

~~22~=es,

include the naturalistic

the

expressionistic-area~

play, the drawing-room comedy, the revue, and the theatres of the a.bs:1rc

a~d

crueiLy.

These forms are inextricable from the comic contests

and the audience reaction in the plays.

The ambivalent audience re-

sponse of ironic comedy coincides 1·1ith Osborne's goal of a simultaneously emotionally engaged and intellectually detached audience.

The

forms elicit--because of their theatrical novelty and/or popularity-261

!

l
1
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a stock response from the En6lish audience.

Before the mid-60's Os-

borne tempers the audience's intellectual detachment with emotional involvement with the heroes.
fused

~vith

Later, the audience's emotionalism is in-

an intellectual detachment.

Their stock responses reflect

the plays' differing comic con!ests.
The dramatic forms identify the natures of the societies the heroes combat.

In Look Back in Anger and Epitaph for George Dillon the

heroes' willed artistry and heroism contest the destiny and determinism
of the naturalistic world.

Osborne adapts Erect's cabaret theatrics in

The Entertainer and The World of Paul Slickey.

The heroes affect iner-

tia of the spirit to elevate themselves above the mediocre, sentimental,
petite-bourgeoisie English morality that musicals present.

1{ith

Brecht's epic theatre Osborne changes the comic contexts to societies
~either

that are
Luther,

~

contemporary nor English.

The comic dialectic in

?atriot for Me, and A Place Calling Itself Rome is between

the heroes' isolated and elevated self-images and their public, societal, and historical images.

In Plays for England revue (The Blood of

the Bambergs) and absurd, Gener:-i::lsp::.rsc (IJ::-,cer .Plain Cover) tec'b_;:-:_ique"
present royalty-worshipping and fantasy-loving, sadomasochistic England

mores.

Inadmissible Evicience 1 s expressionistic dream-trial sequence

emphasizes the personal nature of Naitland's comic contest.

In public

he is the establishment lawyer and the decadent, transcendent womanizer.
His immoral transcendence is
guilt.

a

pose that hides his belief in his own

The drawing-room comedies, Time Present, The Hotel in Amsterdam,

I

I~

il'
I'

I

r
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and West of Suez, present the heroes' idealized aloof indifference to
the factious, hysterical, cacophonous England of the sixties.

Osborne

uses Artaud's concept of the theatre of cruelty and the techniques of
the Happening in A Sense of

Detaclli~ent

to present the imperfect English

society (minus an Osborne hero) that is characterized by CHANCE or
CRUELTY.
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